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This dissertation study utilized Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to
understand the acculturation and sojourner experience of undergraduate Indian
international students in the U.S. Midwest. Focusing exclusively on the lived experience
of these students, this study engaged Berry’s Fourfold Model of Acculturation (Berry,
1992, 1994) and the ABC Model of Acculturation as presented by Ward et al., (2001) to
amplify the voices of three participants to bring forth the meaning they attach to their
experiences. This study made use of the concept of Yātrā to signify the multidimensional
journey that these international students undertake while migrating from their heritage
culture in India to the receiving culture in the U.S. Through in-depth semi-structured
interviews, these students have shared their personal stories of adapting to change,
learning along the way, and witnessing growth through their Yātrā in the U.S. Employing
the process of double hermeneutics, meaning was made of the meaning attached to their
Yātrā to understand their acculturation and coping strategies to overcome their
acculturative stressors. This study has generated findings that would not only shed light
on the acculturative process of these students but would also have implications for
practice for educational leaders and practitioners. The findings of this study indicate that
these students demonstrate a strong focus on doing well in the U.S. and exercise their grit
and resilience to overcome their challenges.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Background and Statement of the Problem
The U.S. higher education system has been the top global destination for
international students for decades with more than a million international students
choosing to study in the U.S. in 2018-19 (Institute of International Education, 2019).
Reflecting this trend, Indian international students in the U.S. accounted for 18% of all
international students and formed the second-largest population of international students
in 2019 in the U.S. (Institute of International Education, 2019). Highlighting their
historical and contemporary demographic significance is the fact that Indian international
students have been the largest group of international students in the U.S. between 20012008 after which they have consistently been the second largest group of international
students in the U.S. (Institute of International Education, 2019). Despite Indian
international students being present in the U.S. in such large numbers and forming a
strategic demographic population for college and university enrollment numbers, it is
problematic that not much is known about the experiences of Indian international
students once they arrive here in the U.S. In order to gain a holistic view of their lived
experience in the U.S., it is necessary to understand that acculturation is one of the major
consequences of immigration and is an important part of the sojourner experience of
these students (Sam & Berry, 2006). Acculturation spans the entire spectrum of an
immigrant’s lived experience and demands effective coping skills to deal with the stress
of immigration. Understanding how these students experience acculturation holds the
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potential to understand their lived experience in the U.S. and the meaning they attach to
the phenomenon of acculturation and their sojourner experience while studying in U.S.
colleges and universities.
Acculturation can be defined as “a dual process of cultural and psychological
change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and
their individual members” (Berry, 2005, p. 698). In the context of Indian international
students, the U.S. is the host culture and their interactions with other people and their
lived experience in the U.S. form the crux of their acculturation. In effect, acculturation
means becoming aware of and responding to the need to adhere to culturally acceptable
norms, values, attitudes and activities or behaviors by the immigrants (Berry, 2005). To
specifically refer to the individual-level changes occurring arising from acculturation
which might simply be behavioral shifts, Graves (1967) coined the term psychological
acculturation. Pinpointing the adversarial effects of the acculturation, Berry et al. (1987)
had introduced the concept of acculturative stress which refers to the reduction in health
status (including psychological, somatic, and somatic aspects) of individuals who are
undergoing acculturation. The psychological acculturation of Indian international
students is relatively unknown and therefore there is not much understanding regarding
what aspects of their acculturation are not simply behavioral shifts but actually
acculturative stressors. Underlining the importance and urgency of this problem, there are
many reasons for focusing on the framework of acculturation and coping strategies within
this study.
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First of all, not being able to differentiate between simply behavioral shifts and
acculturative stressors as outcomes of acculturation is problematic and amounts to
colleges and universities not being able to help these students specifically address any
issues arising out of the continued presence of acculturative stressors in their lived
experience. Secondly, besides the lack of understanding regarding the Indian
international students’ lived experience of acculturation, what is also not understood, that
needs definition, is the how the process of acculturation interacts with their sense of wellbeing giving rise to acculturative stress. While acculturation entails many stressful
experiences, many international students are also able to overcome their early challenges
emerging from the cultural transition. How Indian international students cope with their
acculturative stressors is also largely unknown. Once again, this results in a lack of
understanding about what acculturative experiences contribute to acculturative stress and
the resulting coping strategies that these students use to alleviate that stress. Therefore, to
better understand the cumulative lived experience of these students in the U.S., it is
necessary to focus on the relationship between acculturation, acculturative stressors, the
coping strategies employed by these students, and their sense of well-being to deal with
the acculturative change. Doing this would enable higher education practitioners in
gaining a vital perspective into what interventions could be introduced and strengthened
to support the health acculturation of these students.
Thirdly, one of the main reasons for focusing on the lived experience of
acculturation of Indian international students is owing to the relationship between
acculturative stress and mental health challenges. It is already known that international
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students must deal with additional psychological stressors owing to their sojourner
adjustment to acculturation which has an adversarial impact on their mental health (Mori,
2000; Lee et al., 2004; Hyun et al., 2007; Han et al., 2013; Misra, & Castillo, 2004).
Mirroring this finding, Asian international students also experience a higher degree of
mental health issues as a part of their acculturation process with a general predisposition
for not seeking help (Zhang & Dixon, 2003; Wong et al., 2014; Heggins & Jackson,
2003; Frey & Roysircar, 2006; Wei et al., 2007). Therefore, not knowing how various
acculturative stressors affect Indian international students leaves these students
vulnerable to mental health challenges in a foreign land without much initial social
support.
Also, not much is known about what other forms of support these Indian
international students depend on when they do not seek professional help for their mental
health challenges. At the same time, college and university leaders and student affairs
practitioners do not know what areas of these students’ sojourner experience to focus on
to help them alleviate their acculturative stress. Understanding how their acculturation
gives rise to acculturative stressors and what those are would go a long way in helping
support their mental health while in the U.S. Looking at the bigger picture of collegiate
mental health, one could also argue that not knowing how to support such an important
demographic population affects the American higher education system through the
amplification of campus mental health challenges. Not knowing about the experience of
these students not only deprives them of essential and streamlined support services, but it
may also adversely affect the reputation of educational institutions and more importantly,
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their ability to attract and retain Indian international students in time to come. Learning
more about the experiences of Indian international students would help educational
leaders in getting an authentic and reliable account of the lives of these students in the
U.S. and thereby enable them to support these students through intentional and timely
interventions. The fourth main reason for focusing this study on the framework of
acculturation is because it allows for the study of various acculturative stressors resulting
from the sum of their experiences in the U.S. and the ensuing coping strategies of the
students which are tied in with their sense of well-being. Furthermore, studying the lived
experience of acculturation for Indian international students’ factors in the stress and
coping framework, the cultural learning approach, and the social identification
perspective which encompass a large range of experiences of these students (Ward et al.,
2001).
One of the more compelling reasons for studying the lived experience of
acculturation for Indian international students specifically and separately from Asian
students is to address the problem which is created when the experiences of these
students are conflated with the experiences of other students from Asia within existing
literature. It might be true that Indian international students share common ground with
other Asian international students with regards to their acculturation experience. Yet,
there is not enough clarity regarding the specific experiences of these students. While
Indian international students have been present in the U.S. in prominent numbers, their
voices have largely remained unheard or have gotten lost in the literature on “Asian”
students despite their large numbers. It is a problem that existing research tends to group
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the Indian students under the general category of international students (Smith &
Khawaja, 2011; Fritz et al., 2008; Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015) or as “Asian”
(Zhang & Dixon, 2003; Dao et al., 2007; Frey & Roysircar, 2006; Nilsson et al., 2008;
Bertram et al., 2014; Heggins & Jackson, 2003). Berry (2005) has explained that
individuals and groups vary significantly “in the ways in which people seek to go about
their acculturation (termed acculturation strategies), and in the degree to which they
achieve satisfactory adaptations” (p. 700). This means that knowing how international
students experience acculturation does not automatically explain it for Asian students or
specifically for Indian international students. In fact, there is also a lot of variation within
families: among family members such that “acculturation often proceeds at different
rates, and with different goals, sometimes leading to an increase in conflict and stress and
to more difficult adaptations” (p. 700). Also, there are vast differences in psychological
acculturation (Graves, 1967) even amongst those with the same cultural origin (Nauck,
2008; Sam & Berry, 2010). This understanding points to the need for specifically
focusing on the acculturation and sojourner adjustment of Indian international students
while remaining aware of within group differences in the experience and impact of
acculturation. According to Fritz et al. (2008), there are many differences between
cultural groups that go undetected when international students are classified as one
homogenous group leading to the “lumping of culturally diverse groups together
syndrome” resulting in the “particular groups’ unique cultures, socialization patterns and
psychosocial adjustment strategies getting lost in the homogenous categorization” (p.
251).
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Extant literature in the fields of cultural psychiatry and immigrant mental health
support the assessment of cultural groups distinctly in order to better understand both
problem and resource areas (Committee on Cultural Psychiatry, 2002; Kirmayer et al.,
2001) as well as ensuring that differing worldview constructions are accommodated that
lend an acculturation filter to this assessment (Koltko-Rivera, 2004). That is why there is
a need for amplifying the voices of individual Indian international students examined as
part of this study while understanding how the phenomenon of acculturation in the U.S.
interacts with their sense of well-being. Understanding that interaction, as part of this
study, could allow students affairs practitioners to better understand the acculturative
stressors for Indian international students and distinguish it from relatively harmless
behavioral shifts occurring as a result of the acculturation. This could then pave the way
for interventions and strategies aimed at alleviating the acculturative stressors and
enabling greater support for Indian international students that could potentially transcend
the “one size fits all” approach used while working with “Asian” students in general.
Besides these humanitarian reasons driving the need for focusing on the
acculturation and sojourner experiences of Indian international students, there is also an
important economic case to be made to understand the importance of this population to
the U.S. higher education system. Reflecting the global trend of international students
overwhelmingly choosing the United States of America at least since the past two
decades in favor of other nations, higher education institutions in the United States of
America have been the top destinations for Indian international students seeking to
pursue higher education. This is owing to various factors including the relatively higher
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quality of education and the prestige that comes with an American degree along with the
increased academic and socioeconomic opportunities (Altbach, 2004). A careful perusal
of this influx of students from India over the past several decades reveals that this influx
has not only benefited these students but has also positively impacted American higher
education. One specific manner in which this symbiotic relationship benefits the United
States is the role of Indian international students in helping boost the enrollment rates
within U.S. higher education institutions. This is of special importance to higher
education in the U.S. owing to their increasing numbers over the past decade. Secondly,
looking at the economic impact, it is interesting to note that the number of Indian
international students in the U.S. in 2017-18 increased by 5.4% over 2016-17 figures as
compared to the average of 1.5% for all international students while contributing $7.5
billion to the US economy and supporting 86,450 jobs in 2017-18 (Institute of
International Education, 2018; NAFSA, 2018). Looking at these figures, it becomes very
apparent that there has been sustained growth in enrollment numbers of Indian
international students and the resulting tuition revenue that has benefitted U.S. colleges
and universities in the past few years. Yet, this symbiotic relationship must also be a
reminder of responsibilities for the U.S. as the host country through its colleges and
universities that serve these students.
Even as we take cognizance of the economic impact of Indian international
students’ enrollment in U.S. colleges and universities, it is necessary to acknowledge that
the more compelling reason to have this understanding is inherently humanistic in nature
wherein the welfare of these students forms the crux of this investigation. On one hand,
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this study has laid an emphasis on the economic benefits to U.S. institutions that come
from the enrollment of Indian international students and its importance for the sustained
growth of American higher education. On the other, this study aims to draw the attention
of higher education leaders to their responsibility of ensuring that these students are
supported in diverse ways to not only attain academic success but also attain a holistic
sense of well-being during their time in the U.S. as students.
It is seen that while there has been a sustained benefit to American higher
education, there is a lack of focus and understanding about the phenomenon of
acculturation as experienced by Indian international students in the U.S. (Kushner, 2010;
Meghani & Harvey, 2016; Kanekar et al., 2010; Atri et al., 2006; Mukthyala, 2013). The
issue of the voices of Indian international students not being heard in the research
literature is, in itself, an important reason for us to pay heed to this problem. Of course,
just a lack of understanding and representation of this demographic population does not
fully articulate the need for further studying this problem. Rather, the lack of
understanding of the acculturative and adjustment experiences of Indian international
students has significant repercussions for both American higher education as well as for
the Indian international students that these institutions serve. Without this necessary
understanding about the acculturation process and the dynamics of challenges as
perceived by these students and their resultant coping mechanisms, the challenges for
American colleges and universities are manifold as explained in the previous section. At
the same time, we must understand that the crux of this problem lies in the humanistic
perspective of college administrators and faculty not being able to fully understand the

10
plight of Indian international students and thereby not knowing how to best support
Indian international students while in the U.S. Not knowing how acculturative stressors
affect the mental health of Indian international students and in turn how that interacts
with their acculturation process not only detrimentally affects these students but also sets
up higher education institutions for failure in the long-term.
While this paper does not intend to go in-depth into what failure for higher
education institutions could entail, a few possible outcomes are briefly touched upon
here. One of the ways in which this failure manifests in colleges and universities is in the
form of increased mental health issues with more students competing for the same mental
health resources without a concurrent increase in resources (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010;
Watkins, Hunt, & Eisenberg, 2012; Kitzrow, 2003). Secondly, with the political rhetoric
in the U.S. becoming more and more hostile towards immigration and threatening
towards H1-B work-visa holders, most of which tend to be Indians, the reputation of the
U.S. as a safe destination for higher education has also taken a hit since 2016 and has
resulted in lower international student enrollment (Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood,
2017; Laws & Ammigan, 2020). It is possible that combined with the perceptions
regarding safety and support in the U.S., besides advice from the students currently in the
U.S., could dissuade other international students from choosing the U.S. as their
destination for higher education. This could then severely affect the enrollment numbers
and fiscal health in U.S. colleges and universities that depend on out-of-state tuition
revenue stemming from these students.
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Therefore, to gain an appropriate understanding about the phenomenon of
acculturation as experienced by Indian international students in the U.S, this study
engaged the qualitative research method of phenomenology as further explained in the
purpose statement in the following section.
The Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to understand the lived
experience of acculturation and sojourner adjustment of Indian international students in
the U.S. and its interactions with their sense of well-being. This study employed
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to understand the acculturation and
sojourner adjustment of Indian international students in the U.S. This, in turn, brought to
fore the meanings that these students attach to their acculturative stressors and coping
strategies in the face of a lack of extant research in the available literature. Thus, this
study not only contributes to the very scant literature focused exclusively on the
sojourner and acculturative experiences of Indian international students but also helps
amplify the voices of these students which are otherwise lost when clubbed together with
Asian international students as a whole. Finally, this study aimed to generate implications
for practice aimed at higher education administrators and educators for not only
academically supporting these students but also helping them find greater cultural
integration during their time in the United States. This study aimed to not only
understand the lived experience and the meaning attached to sojourner adjustment for
these students but also sought to amplify their voices by presenting their insights as
implications for practice aimed at supporting their healthy coping strategies. These
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implications for practice could potentially serve as guides for higher education leaders
and student affairs practitioners in developing support strategies and interventions that
aid the healthy sojourner adjustment of undergraduate Indian international students in the
U.S. in times to come.
Research Questions
The development of research questions in this study was guided by the framework
of social constructivism and Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) in
combination with the literature on acculturation and sojourner adjustment. Smith et al.,
(2009) have explained that “primary research questions in IPA are directed towards
phenomenological material: they focus upon people’s understandings of their
experiences” (p. 48). This recommendation guided the research problem within this study
which was focused on distilling the lived experiences of Indian international students in
the U.S. Furthermore, Smith et al. (2009) have suggested that the research question
should be open and not closed, exploratory and not explanatory, indicative of process and
not outcome while focusing on the meaning of the events. In line with this
recommendation, the research questions for this study are:
1. How do undergraduate Indian international students experience acculturation and
sojourner adjustment in the U.S.?
2. What strategies do undergraduate Indian international students employ to cope
with their acculturation stressors in the U.S.?

13
To answer these research questions and bring together the various concepts and
ideas that they address, we must first begin by establishing their definition and provide
context for their use within this study.
Definition of Terms
The following terms have been used within this study with a reference to their meanings
as underlined below.
Acculturation
Setting the background for the model, Berry (2005) has defined acculturation as
“a dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact
between two or more cultural groups and their individual members” (Berry, 2005, p.
698).
Acculturative Stress
Berry et al. (1987) have defined acculturative stress as a reduction in health status
(including psychological, somatic, and somatic aspects) of individuals who are
undergoing acculturation. According to Berry (1992), acculturative stress refers to a
particular kind of stress in which the stressors have their source in the process of
acculturation and are marked by a particular set of stress manifestations such as lowered
mental health status, feelings of marginality and alienation, and heightened
psychosomatic and psychological symptom level.
Adaptation
Adaptation is defined as “the relatively stable changes that take place in an
individual or group in response to external demands” (Berry, 2006, p. 52). According to
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Sam and Berry (2010), adaptation is a consequence of acculturation wherein adaptation
refers to individual psychological well-being and how individuals manage themselves
within sociocultural settings.
Asian
According to the U.S. Census Bureau (Hoeffel et al., 2012), “Asian” is a person
“having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the
Indian subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea,
Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam” (p. 2).
Assimilation
In the Fourfold Model of Acculturation, assimilation is explained as the adoption
of receiving culture and the discarding of the host culture (Berry, 1992, 1994, 1997,
2005).
Coping Strategies
According to McClure (2007), “coping strategies are the various tactics students
adopted to adjust to the tensions of the academic/cultural transition” (p. 212). The
relationship of coping strategies with acculturative stress is such that a lack of healthy
coping strategies helps in alleviating acculturative stress (Berry, 2006). On the other
hand, insufficient or maladaptive coping strategies result in a higher level of acculturative
stress and in severe cases manifest as psychopathology such as depression and anxiety
(Berry, 2006).
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Culture Shock
According to Oberg (1954), culture shock is “the anxiety that results from losing all
our familiar signs and symbols of social intercourse” (p. 177).
Enculturation
According to Herskovits (1948) enculturation is broadly defined as the process of
socialization to and maintenance of the norms of one’s heritage culture while being
sensitive to its salient values, ideas, and concepts.
Homesickness
According to Archer et al. (1998), homesickness is a psychological reaction to the
absence of familiar surroundings and people like an individual away from their home
culture.
Indian International student
The term Indian international student refers to full-time students from India who
are currently enrolled as full-time students in accredited American universities authorized
by the U.S. government to accept international students. These students are here in the
U.S. on a “F1” or “J1” student visa which are defined as a nonimmigrant visa for
temporary stay according to the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS)
(2020). For the purposes of this study, these are students who were full-time students for
at least one year and have completed their first academic year.
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Integration
Integration is defined as the adoption of the receiving culture and the retention of
the heritage culture within the Fourfold Model of Acculturation (Berry, 1992, 1994,
2005).
Marginalization
Marginalization is conceptualized as the rejection of both the heritage and
receiving cultures (Berry, 1992, 1994, 2005).
Midwest
According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2012), the term Midwest refers to the states
of Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, Illinois, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North
Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas within the United States. Furthermore, the
U.S. Census Bureau (2012) explains that the Midwest consists of the East North Central
Division which includes Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin and the West
North Central Division which includes Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, North
Dakota, Nebraska, and South Dakota.
Separation
In the Fourfold Model of Acculturation, separation finds meaning as the rejection
of the receiving culture and the retention of the heritage culture (Berry, 1992, 1994,
2005).
Sojourner Adjustment
The term sojourner adjustment is defined as “the psychological adjustment of
relatively short-term visitors to new cultures where permanent settlement is not the

17
purpose of the sojourn” (Church, 1982, p. 540). Since the students from India are mainly
here to acquire access to higher education and perhaps employment after graduation
through a work visa, these students are going to be treated as sojourners in this study. At
the same time, one must remember that the process of gaining permanent residency and
citizenship is often a long, arduous, and uncertain one for undergraduate students from
India. This is yet another reason why this study has treated Indian international students
as sojourners wherein their status within the country is largely dependent on their status
as full-time students in the U.S.
Well-Being
According to Pressman et al., (2013), well-being is a term that encompasses the
components of psychological well-being (PsWB), social well-being (SWB), and physical
well-being (PWB) that indicate how an individual is performing as a healthy person. In
their study, Medvedev and Landhuis (2018) studied the relationship between happiness,
subjective well-being, quality of life, and related components across numerous studies by
applying widely used scales with satisfactory psychometric properties to propose a global
well-being construct. Medvedev and Landhuis (2018) have suggested the interchangeable
use of the terms: happiness, subjective well-being, and psychological quality of life.
based on the samples and measures examined within their study.
Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks
Based on these definitions, to answer the research questions and bring together
the various concepts and ideas that they address, this study engaged multiple theoretical
and conceptual frameworks. The purpose of engaging these theoretical and conceptual
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frameworks was to aid in the creation of a connection between the abstract and the
operational by explaining how these concepts were actualized and located within this
phenomenology. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), a theoretical framework is
the underlying structure or the scaffolding of a study that acts as a lens through which a
phenomenon can be studied. To study the phenomenon of acculturation for Indian
international students in American universities, these theoretical and conceptual
frameworks mainly draw concepts from the disciplines of education, sociology, and
psychology that address the ideas revolving around the phenomenon of acculturation.
This study aimed to understand the lived experience of acculturation for these students to
amplify their voices which in turn helped in gaining better insights regarding the
acculturative stressor and coping strategies involved in their acculturation process. A
better understanding of their acculturation would thus enable higher education leaders
and student affairs practitioners alike to design effective support strategies that further
strengthen the students’ healthy coping strategies and support a healthy acculturation
during their academic years.
It is with this understanding that the following theoretical and conceptual
frameworks were employed within this study to integrate the several concepts related to
acculturation and well-being that further guided the investigation of research questions
within the study.
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
As the focus of this study was understanding the meaning attached to their
acculturation experience by Indian international students, this study adopted IPA as a
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framework as it is “a qualitative research approach committed to the examination of how
people make sense of their major life experiences” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 6). IPA builds
on the research method of phenomenology to understand the meanings that individuals
attach to the experience of significant events or phenomena in their life. In that sense,
IPA is an interpretive endeavor that is guided by hermeneutics, the theory of
interpretation wherein the effort is made to understand the accounts of individuals as they
endeavor to make sense of their experience. Additionally, Smith et al. (2009) have
explained that “IPA also recognizes that access to experience is always dependent on
what participants tell us about that experience, and that the researcher then needs to
interpret that account from the participant in order to understand their experience” (p. 67). Therefore, IPA becomes a valuable tool to understand what Indian international
students make of their experiences with acculturative stressors like discrimination,
culture shock, homesickness, lack of social networks, and sojourner adjustment amongst
others. Using the interpretive framework of IPA also accommodated the concept of
constructivism which posits that “learning is a process of constructing meaning; it is how
people make sense of their experience” (Caffarella & Merriam, 1999, p. 260). The
framework of IPA and social constructivism further helped in understanding how Indian
international students rationalize their experience and construct meaning by creating a
model of their social world and the way it functions (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009). Furthermore,
IPA views the participants as active co-constructors of meaning and knowledge which
helped in gaining an idiographic or detailed understanding of the experience for every
individual student participant in this study. In turn, this helped in amplifying the voices of
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each of the Indian international students and answer questions such as “how do these
students view their experience of discrimination?” or “do they see themselves as colored
or as minoritized?” when it comes to understanding their experience of discrimination
and marginalization. It was envisioned that this would prove particularly helpful in
understanding whether these students actually find terms within the racial discourse of
the U.S. to describe themselves and the level of comfort they experience in using those
terms for themselves.
Additionally, using IPA to analyze the lived experience of acculturation and
sojourner adjustment for these students also allowed me to further interpret the account of
the participants. Smith et al. (2009) have explained this as an exercise in double
hermeneutic which allows the researcher to engage their own positionality and lived
experience in order to make sense of the participants’ meaning of their account. My own
positionality as a doctoral student from India was thus engaged within this study to
understand the meaning these students attach to specific experiences.
Berry’s Fourfold Model of Acculturation
The main reason for choosing Berry’s Fourfold Model of Acculturation (Berry,
1992, 1994; Berry et al.,1989) as a theoretical framework was because of its direct focus
on the phenomenon of acculturation. Berry (2006) defined this acculturation model as a
“framework that outlines and links cultural and psychological acculturation” as seen in
Figure 1 (p. 288).
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Figure 1
Framework for conceptualizing and studying acculturation (Sam & Berry, 2010).

Thus, using this model helped in understanding the connection between the psychological
response of Indian international students to exposure to the host culture in the U.S.
through the process of acculturation. According to this model, when individuals are faced
with acculturative stressors, they have four ways (strategies) to respond to them wherein
the two independent dimensions of “receiving-culture acquisition” and, “heritage-culture
retention” intersect to create four acculturation categories or strategies that become
available to the individuals as seen in Figure 2 (Berry, 1992, 1994). In the context of
Indian international students, their acculturation will be affected by the differences that
they perceive between their own culture (heritage culture) and that they experience here
in the U.S. (receiving culture). This model accounted for the manner in which individuals
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choose to respond to acculturative stressors based on their orientation towards “receivingculture acquisition” and, “heritage-culture retention” (Berry, 1992, 1994). This model
helped in explaining how the interaction between two domains affects the acculturation
for undergraduate Indian international students and results in acculturative stress.
Berry (1994) has explained that adjustment is an adaptation strategy wherein “changes in
the individual are in a direction which reduces the conflict (that is, increases the
congruence or fit) between the environment and the individual by bringing a person into
harmony with the environment” (p. 239). At the same time, espousing the view that
“adjustment is not the only strategy of adaptation” (Berry, 1994, p. 239), this model
explained that immigrants cope with acculturative stressors by adopting the strategies of
integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. Berry (1992, 1994, 2005) has
explained that individuals may experience their psychological acculturation as either an
opportunity or as a difficulty which was then classified as acculturative stressors.
Within the process of acculturation, the longitudinal objective is to achieve
adaptation, which is defined as “the relatively stable changes that take place in an
individual or group in response to external demands” (Berry, 2006, p. 52). According to
Berry (2006), when it comes to acculturative stress, “the pursuit of integration is least
stressful (at least where it is accommodated by the larger society) while marginalization
is the most stressful; in between are the assimilation and separation strategies” (p. 294)
which can vary according to situations. Each of these strategies have been used within
this study to describe and analyze the coping mechanism of Indian international students.
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Figure 2
Acculturation strategies of sojourners or ethnocultural groups within the host culture
(Berry, 2005).

In this model, close attention is paid to the effects of contact between cultures as
well as contact between individuals. While this model also accounted for the response of
the dominant culture, the scope of this study, as defined by the research questions, is
limited to understanding the response of the members of the non-dominant culture group,
namely the Indian international students. This model also accounted for the “acculturative
stress” of these students by suggesting that “in these situations, they come to understand
that they are facing problems resulting from intercultural contact that cannot be dealt with
easily or quickly by simply adjusting or assimilating to them” (Berry, 2006, p. 294).
Choosing to differentiate from the term “culture shock” which generally carries negative
connotations, Berry (2006) has preferred the term “acculturative stress” as stress can vary
from positive (eustress) and negative (dis-stress) and thus accounts for the new
opportunities as well as the detrimental effects of acculturation. This difference is
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essential for understanding how much of acculturation amounts to a negative experience
of acculturative stress and allowing this study to focus on that experience of acculturation
for Indian international students. This was essentially important to uncover the coping
strategies engaged by these students in dealing with their acculturative stressors as the
appraisal of their experiences as negative activates their coping mechanisms, eventually
resulting in adaptation (Berry, 2006). This framework was helpful in understanding what
experiences lead Indian international students to undergo acculturative stress and thereby
affect their sense of well-being. At the same time, Berry’s Fourfold Model of
Acculturation provided a framework to understand how all the concepts central to this
study interact with each other to help manifest acculturation strategies in Indian
international students as part of their acculturation. Through the adoption of an
acculturative stress and adaptation framework, this theory was able to help us understand
the acculturation process of Indian international students in terms of what they see as
acculturative stressors and adaptation strategies which is the focus of this study.
ABC Model of Acculturation
Another conceptual framework adopted in this study was the ABC Model of
Acculturation as presented by Ward et al. (2001) wherein ABC respectively stands for the
affective, behavioral, and cognitive aspects of the acculturation process as shown in
Figure 3. The ABC Model of Acculturation proposed by Ward et al. (2001) builds on the
acculturation model put forth by Berry (Berry, 1992, 1994; Berry et al.,1989). This theory
further expands on the Fourfold Model of Acculturation or Berry's Model of
Acculturation and helps in understanding the lived experiences of Indian international
students outside of the stress and coping framework adopted by Berry. The ABC Model of
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Acculturation is a theoretical framework that spans the affective, behavioral, and
cognitive (ABC) dimensions of acculturation (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001). Using
this framework helped in focusing on the tri-aspects of how Indian international students
feel, behave, and think or make meaning of their lived experience of acculturation in the
U.S. According to Zhou et al. (2008), this model is “more comprehensive than previous
models” (p. 68) through its expansive coverage of behavior as an outcome of managing
acculturative change through (i) the stress and coping framework, (ii) the culture learning
approach and (iii) the social identification perspective as shown in Figure 3 (Ward et al.,
2001).
According to Zhou et al. (2008), some of the main advantages of this framework
are that it is more comprehensive than previous models and that it considers acculturation
to be a product of time and not instantaneous. Furthermore, Zhou et al. (2008) have
advocated that it “proposes an active process, rather than passive reactions to a noxious
event” and it “addresses the characteristics of the person and the situation, rather than
only those within the individual” (p.68) thereby allowing interventions in the educational
settings. Allied to the study of Indian international students, the ABC Model of
Acculturation allowed the examination of three dimensions that form a part of the
acculturation of these students. First of all, this framework allowed me to look closely at
the meanings attached by Indian international students to the process of experiencing
acculturative stress and engaging in coping strategies.
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Figure 3
The acculturation process – ABC Model of Acculturation (Ward et al., 2001).

Secondly, this framework emphasized the behavioral elements of culture contact
and helped in understanding how Indian international students experience the U.S. host
culture and make meaning of their perceived differences in the cultures of the U.S. and
India. Finally, this framework allowed for the study of how Indian international students
shape their social identity in the U.S. as a result of their acculturation. This dimension
was particularly helpful in understanding how these students experience racism and
discrimination in the U.S. and the meanings that they attach to these concepts.
One of the advantages of utilizing this framework within this study is that this
model does not consider “the response to unfamiliar cultural settings as a passive, largely
negative reaction, but rather as an active process of dealing with change” (Bochner, 2003,
p. 7). This framework allows for seeing Indian international students as agents of change
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and respects their agency in affecting change in their own lives in response to their
acculturation.
Figure 4
The acculturation process: societal and individual variables - Ward et al. (2001) as cited
in Zhou et al. (2008).

Making the distinction between psychosocial and sociocultural responses, as seen
in Figure 4, this model helped in creating nuance in the study of intercultural adaptation
for these students. Ward et al. (2001) have explained that psychological adjustment is
primarily based on affective responses and refers to feelings of well-being or satisfaction
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during cross-cultural transitions. Additionally, sociocultural adjustment falls under the
behavior domain and refers to the ability to “fit in” or perform effective interactions in
the new cultural setting. Looking at psychological adjustment within this framework
allowed the examination of the construct of “well-being” which is one of the focus areas
of this study.
Delimitations of the Study
To narrow the focus of this study and ensure that the phenomenological analysis
gains depth, certain restrictions or delimitations have been purposefully imposed on the
scope of this study. According to Theofanidis and Fountouki (2018), delimitations of a
study are adopted by the researchers themselves such that the goals and objectives of a
study remain achievable. In this study, I adopted several consequential delimitations that
helped in narrowing the scope of this study and are explained in the following section.
The first delimitation of the study was its focus on undergraduate Indian
international students. Even though there are more graduate students from India studying
in the U.S. (Institute of International Education, 2019), this study focused on the
undergraduate student population from India for mainly two reasons. The first reason was
the humanistic reason that there is a need for understanding how these young adults are
navigating their acculturation experience in the U.S. and how it affects their mental
health. Undergraduate students tend to be at least four years younger than their graduatelevel counterparts and thus needing more support starting during their college transition
and through graduation. This is a population that has also been ignored so far in the study
of international students in the U.S. along with their graduate-level counterparts. The
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second reason in selecting undergraduates was the importance of this demographic to the
enrollment projections for American colleges and universities that directly ties in with the
economic impact on out-of-state tuition revenue generated by these students. Indian
undergraduate students are currently the third highest from any country in terms of total
undergraduate enrollment (Institute of International Education, 2019). With international
undergraduate enrollment in the U.S. dropping 2.4 percentage points in 2018-19 as
compared to 2017-18, the growing enrollment trend of undergraduate international
students from India assumes greater importance for college recruitment (Institute of
International Education, 2019). Furthermore, international student data from the Open
Door Report 2019 indicates that undergraduates formed only 23% of the student
population from India as compared to more than 75% graduate-level students. This
indicates that this is a population that is underrepresented as of now and a potential
remains untapped for more students from India to be recruited in American colleges and
universities. Having said, that, a study on the experiences of graduate-level students is
still warranted while remaining outside the scope of this study. Since this study focused
exclusively on the lived experiences of undergraduate Indian international students, how
graduate-level students experience acculturation in the U.S. was not studied within this
study. While it is possible that graduate-level students also experience many of the
aspects of acculturation and acculturative stressors covered within this study, their
experience has not been directly focused on within this study. The section titled,
“Selection of the Participants and Sampling Method” within the Methods section of this
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paper provides the rationale for the selection of the participants that supplements this
section on the delimitations.
The second delimitation of this study was that the focus of this study was on “R1:
Doctoral Universities – Very high research activity” in the Midwestern U.S. While Indian
students are also enrolled in other kinds of institutions in the U.S., many of them continue
to pursue STEM-related programs in institutions where opportunities for research funding
tend to be higher. Looking at the acculturation experiences of Indian international
students in R1 institutions, it is seen that a greater share of Indian (78%) than Chinese
(45%) students in the United States were studying STEM disciplines (Institute of
International Education, 2018). Furthermore, when it comes to the proportion of
graduates to undergraduates in the U.S., Chinese undergraduates account for 58% of their
total enrollment as compared to just 23% from India. This comparison with students from
China helps us understand the strong preference for STEM-related fields adopted by
Indian international students since China sends almost twice the number of students to
study abroad in the U.S. (Institute of International Education, 2019).
The third delimitation of this study was that it focused only on the acculturation
experiences of Indian international students in Midwestern U.S. While this study could
have included students from all across the U.S., this was not done for two reasons. The
first reason was the fact that the American Midwest has the lowest population of Asians
in the U.S. Hence, it was important to understand how this affected these students. The
second reason was that the study was committed to focusing on the experiences of, what
can be considered as, a non-heterogenous group. While it remained in my awareness as a
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researcher that there is a lot of variation within the Indian student population depending
on where in India they come from, the idea was to understand their experience based on
their location within the U.S. Furthermore, the section titled, “Selection of the
Institutions” in the Methods section of this paper delves into additional reasons for the
“R1: Doctoral Universities – Very high research activity” institutional choice.
The fourth delimitation of this study was that students who had less than one
academic year’s experience in the U.S. were excluded from this study. The main purpose
for doing so was to allow for sufficient time for students to have a lived experience
wherein they not only face acculturative challenges but also found time to reflect upon its
meaning and potentially discover coping strategies that would have helped them deal
with the challenges. Having said, that, I also advocate for the need for studies that focus
exclusively on the transition and acculturation experiences of Indian international
students in the U.S. in the first year of their academic career which could potentially help
colleges and universities in designing orientation and support programs that would factor
in these experiences.
The fifth delimitation of this study was that it does not focus on inter-group
factors in Berry’s Fourfold Model which takes into account both individual-level as well
as inter-group factors while studying acculturation. Within this study, I made the choice
to focus exclusively on the acculturation of undergraduate Indian international students
and not the domestic students of the U.S. This meant that the inter-group factors in
Berry’s Fourfold Model were not studied herein. With that choice, this research also did
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not focus on the experiences of the host culture nor did it study the changes occurring in
the members of the host culture.
The sixth and final delimitation of this study was that it did not attempt to
compare the experience of Indian international students with other internationals students
from Asia or elsewhere. This study was mainly concerned with amplifying the voices of
undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S. and ensuring that their
acculturative experiences are highlighted in isolation and with exclusive focus necessary
to bring to fore the meanings that they construct around their acculturation experiences.
Rationale and Significance of the Study
When it comes to establishing the rationale and significance of this study, there
are multiple dimensions that can be explored through the lens of the research questions
adopted herein. This section relies on the background of the problem and the statement of
the problem established in the previous sections of this study to reinforce the rationale
and significance of this study in the following sections.
Addressing the Knowledge Gap in the Literature on Indian International Students
Studies focusing exclusively on the lived experiences of acculturation in the U.S.
for Indian international students are largely missing from the research literature (Meghani
& Harvey, 2016). A review of the literature reveals that whenever these students have
been studied, they have generally been studied as part of the “international” student group
or as part of the “Asian” international student demographic. This has led to the
invisibility of Indian international students’ experiences of acculturation within the
literature and hence arguably to a certain degree of neglect. That this should happen to a
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demographic group that for long has either been either the first or second top country of
origin for international students studying in the U.S. further exacerbates the issue of
neglect of these students.
Expanding the Knowledge Base within Higher Education
Since this study was based on the in-depth interviews of Indian international
students to understand their lived experience of acculturation as students in the U.S., this
study contributes to the literature in the field of higher education in an important manner.
This focus on the acculturative experiences of specifically Indian international students
would contribute to the knowledge base of higher education practitioners and enable
them to design more effective and streamlined support interventions for these students.
Exclusive Focus on the Experience of Indian International Students
The preceding sections would have made it clear that the focus of this
phenomenological research is the lived experience of Indian international students to
differentiate their experience from that of other Asian international students. While on
one hand, grouping Indian international students with Asian students may help shed light
on the experience of Asian students within quantitative studies, doing that within a
qualitative study, as this one, amounts to neglecting how Indian international students
make meaning of their sojourner experience and acculturation as a unique demographic
group. One of the main reasons for studying this group in separation from other Asian
students was that there is a whole range of diversity within Asia with innumerable factors
such as fluency in English, the degree of exposure to American culture, and withincountry factors differentiating them from students not from their own country. Taking
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this one step further, one might even say that Indian international students represent the
diversity of India with its multitude of regional differences marked by a change in
language, standard of development, variance in the standard of living, amongst other
factors. Not factoring this range of diversity into the hermeneutic process of meaningmaking within a research study would only amount to a partial understanding regarding
how Indian international students experience acculturation in the U.S. This study
addressed this issue and took into account the need for an in-depth and focused approach
to decluttering the space needed to amplify the voices of these students. Moving beyond
this, this study also aimed to demystify how Indian international students make meaning
of their acculturation experiences and how that interacts with their sense of well-being
while in the U.S.
Exploring the Dual Identities of International Students and Immigrants
Not many studies have studied how acculturation models, usually applied to
immigrant populations, are applicable to international students from India. This study
aims to bridge that gap in the research literature and understand how students from India
in the U.S. navigate their dual identities as international students and as immigrants at the
same time.
Situating the Lived Experience Within the Lexicon of the Students
This study has situated the experiences of the Indian international students within
the framework of a traveler or sojourner’s experience and identity through the necessary
lens of the Sanskrit and Hindi concepts of Pravās which means “temporary residence
abroad” or “absence from home” (p. 181) and Yātrā which means “journey” (p. 244),
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according to the MacDonell Sanskrit-English Dictionary (MacDonell, 1893). Locating
the experiences of these students in the lexicon of India is important to understand and
make meaning of the experiences of these students. These words convey the idea of an
individual who has traveled so far away from their home and settled abroad,
“temporarily” and goes beyond just the etymological importance of these terms. Within
this study, they also signify the state of transition that many students find themselves in
when they arrive here in the U.S. with their absence from home being a conscious reality
for these students from time to time. This study employed this linguistic framework to
further amplify the voices of Indian international students while understanding their lived
experiences as sojourners. Furthermore, using the term Yātrā in the title of this paper is
also indicative of not only the physical but also the mental, emotional, psychological, and
social journey that these students undertake while migrating from their heritage culture in
India to the receiving culture in the U.S. and find themselves to be in a state of Pravās.
Furthermore, this study also introduced and provided the framework of Yātrā that could
be further developed by researchers to generate a theory to explain the lived experience
of these students in the U.S.
In conclusion, this study aimed to generate findings that would enable university
and college leaders to design effective interventions to support the specific needs of
Indian international students in the U.S. Findings from this study would also help in the
development of a support-based recruitment and retention philosophy that could benefit
not only Indian international students but could also go a long way in helping attract and
retain Indian international students to U.S. universities and colleges. To situate this study
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in the context of what is already known about their acculturation and sojourner
experiences, a thorough review of literature is necessary. This literature review aims to
help the reader understand what the literature says when it comes to the acculturation
experiences of specific populations including that of international students, Asian
international students, and Indian international students and has compared them wherever
data is available.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand how Indian
international students experience and navigate acculturation in the U.S. and how it
interacts with their sense of well-being. The main research question asked within this
study was “how do undergraduate Indian international students experience acculturation
and sojourner adjustment in the U.S.?” Moving from that simple yet specific inquiry into
the overall acculturation experience, this study further investigated the following research
question: “what strategies do undergraduate Indian international students employ to cope
with their acculturation stressors in the U.S.?”
To understand how Indian international students, experience acculturation and
sojourner adjustment, it was necessary to review the studies that shed light on the
phenomenon of acculturation, acculturative stress, and similar concepts that help us
understand the lived experience of acculturation for these students. Doing this has mainly
aided us in answering the research questions of this phenomenology. This literature
review also examined whether studies on the acculturation experiences and sojourner
adjustment of Indian international students have been conducted. Going one step further,
this literature review also aimed to find studies that have focused their findings
specifically to the acculturation and sojourner experiences of Indian international
students. Such studies are going to be important for setting the background for
understanding the lived experience of acculturation for Indian international students. This
literature review also covered studies focusing on the acculturation experiences of Asian
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students that include students from India to amplify the voices of Indian international
students within those studies and to understand what meanings these students attach to
their acculturation experiences in the U.S. In order to find a broad range of material
touching upon the acculturation experience and sojourner adjustment of Indian
international students, studies were drawn from a myriad set of fields besides education
such as psychology, social psychology, and sociology amongst others. Another reason
that this literature review looked beyond the field of education is that not many studies
have been conducted with academic or educational outcomes as their main focus wherein
exclusively Indian international students were centered.
The following literature review was generated by searching for keywords such as
“Asian Indian international students”, “Indian international students”, “Indian” in
combination with keywords such as “acculturation”, “sojourner”, “adjustment”, “mental
health”, “cultural”, “stress” conducted on databases such as Google Scholar, Education
Resources Information Center (ERIC), and other online education and psychology
databases.
Mental Health and Acculturation
Before we can understand how acculturation processes affect international
students and develop into possible mental health challenges, it is important that we place
it within the larger context of the mental health crisis within higher education in the U.S.
This will help us estimate the enormity of the problems arising out of the interaction
between the acculturation process and the mental health issues faced by Indian
international students.
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The Mental Health Crises in the United States
One of the major challenges facing American higher education today is that of
college student mental health. Stress in the United States and especially on college
campuses is a matter of concern, even as awareness about mental health issues are
growing. The American College Health Association in its ACHA-National College
Health Assessment (2019) consisting of 30,084 undergraduate respondents found that
more than 75 percent of the respondents had experienced moderate to high levels of
stress. In addition to this, what is noteworthy is the fact that the mental health landscape
seems to have become graver in America. According to the American Psychological
Association’s (APA) Stress in America survey (2017), “the results of the January 2017
poll show a statistically significant increase in stress for the first time since the survey
was first conducted in 2007” (p. 3). Prior to this, though there were slight increases in
2013 and 2015, those increases were not statistically significant. Similarly, the Annual
Report of the Center for Collegiate Mental Health (2015) has reported that “the lifetime
prevalence rate for serious suicidal ideation has increased substantially over the last 5
years from 23.8% to more than 32.9%”in students receiving mental health services (pg.
2). Similarly, the American College Health Association (2015, 2019) has reported that
the mental health crisis is worsening with 66% of students responding in 2019 that they
“felt overwhelming anxiety” as compared to 58% in 2015. Similarly, 45% in 2019 as
compared to 35% in 2015 reported that they “felt so depressed that it was difficult to
function” with 13% of them in 2019 “seriously considered suicide” over 10% in 2015
(American College Health Association, 2015, 2019). All this data points to the enormity
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of the situation at hand and the fact that American college students are struggling with
mental health issues like never before even as mental health services have grown over the
years. As the world emerges from the pandemic, how the aftermath of such a generational
tragedy would affect collegiate mental health is yet to be seen. Even now, higher
education institutions are struggling to meet the problem where the students are and find
that they often do not have sufficient resources in terms of funding and human resources
to support these students.
While investigating the causes of this mental health crisis in American higher
education is beyond the scope of this study, it is clear that the students feel the pressure of
expectations while in college. According to the Association of American Colleges and
Universities, it is expected that college graduates are able to “demonstrate competency in
critical thinking, communication, teamwork, resiliency, and problem solving” with the
further understanding that they “will be committed to personal and social responsibility,
intercultural competency, and civic engagement, and possess the ability to apply learning
across multiple fields and in many dimensions” (as cited in Douce & Keeling, 2014, p.
1). While this may or may not happen effectively, this learning experience is often
accompanied by the pressure to do well and succeed in an increasingly competitive
environment which has now assumed the form of mental health concerns in universities.
Help-Seeking Behavior and the Coping Mechanisms of Students
Even if colleges enhance their preparedness in dealing with the mental health
crises in the coming years, the help-seeking attitudes of students will also have a major
role to play in the successful intervention and support for these students. Studies suggest
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that individual factors have a more important role to play than institutional level or
interpersonal level characteristics, with coping mechanisms of individuals having the
most impact on their mental health (Byrd & Mckinney, 2012). This is where studying
how students cope with the challenges that they face becomes very important. Knowing
their decision-making process behind how they choose to seek help or cope with the
challenges on their own is crucial to unraveling the larger crisis of college mental health.
We know that “not all students who could benefit from mental or behavioral health
services will come to the counseling center today, or any day. Students may not recognize
the need for or recognize the availability of available services” (American Psychological
Association, 2015, p. 6).
Reavley et al. (2012) have informed us that both individual as well as structural
factors come into play when it comes to individuals seeking help in the form of mental
health literacy, family, educational institution, or community support systems. In their
study of 508 full-time undergraduate students, Mahmoud et al. (2012) found out that
maladaptive coping mechanisms that “include efforts to withdraw from the stressful
situation or avoid seeking solutions” were the main predictors of the top mental health
concerns of depression, anxiety, and stress (p. 150). Given the prevalence of an
increasing number of mental health concerns across campuses, it should not be difficult
for us to understand that in general, college students come with varying levels of mental
health concerns and are generally unwilling to seek help (Zivin et al., 2009). While this is
a problem within the domestic college student population, research shows that this issue
is further exacerbated when it comes to the international student population.
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Acculturation and Acculturative Stress
Situated within the field of psychology is the work of Berry (2005) where he has
defined acculturation as “the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes
place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual
members” (p. 698). From this definition, emerges the concept of acculturative stress
wherein individuals “come to understand that they are facing problems resulting from
intercultural contact that cannot be dealt with easily or quickly by simply adjusting or
assimilating to them” (Berry, 2006, p. 294). Put another way, acculturative stress refers to
the “psychological and physical discomfort experienced as a result of adjusting to a new
cultural environment” (Hannigan, 2007, p. 63). Therefore, how individuals respond to the
changes that they encounter as part of the acculturation process determines whether they
see acculturation as a negative experience or as an opportunity for growth.
Key Acculturative Stressors
A review of the literature sheds light on the fact that not many studies have been
devoted to studying the experiences of Indian international students in the U.S. There is a
large void in the literature with respect to the acculturation experiences of Indian
international students such that studying what experiences act as acculturative stressors
for these students becomes difficult. While there is a broad range of experiences of
immigrants within the United States of America, there is a narrower section of the
literature that attends to documenting the acculturation experiences of international
students. Within this are situated studies that focus exclusively on the experiences of
Asian international students. Yet, studies on the acculturation and sojourner experiences
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of Indian international students are largely missing within the literature on acculturation.
The reasons for the exclusion of Indian international students from the literature on
acculturation in the U.S. hold the potential to shed light on how this population has
largely been neglected and focus on their experiences is a potential research area.
It is for this reason that the few studies that focus exclusively on the experiences
of Indian international students become even more valuable. Kaur (2007) has made a case
for studying the unique experiences of Indian international students and explained that
while “international students have some common academic challenges regardless of their
country of origin, they also have some unique academic challenges associated with the
academic emphases, philosophies of education, and methods of assessment that might
vary from country to country” (p. 2). With this understanding, the following section
attempts to narrow down key acculturative stressors emerging from the acculturation
process for not only all international students but also for Asian international students as
seen in the extant literature on the international student experience. Finally, wherever
available, literature on the acculturative stressors for Indian international students have
been documented within this section.
Language. For many international students originating from countries where
English is not the first language or widely spoken, language tends to become an
acculturative stressor when they arrive here in the U.S. for their higher education. It is
known that in most higher education institutions in the U.S. there exists a “gatekeeping
mechanism” that restricts students from actually taking courses in the major of their
choice until they are able to demonstrate established standards of English language
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proficiency making English as a Second Language-program as the only enrolment option
(Hannigan, 2007). Research has further highlighted that while restricting their academic
progress, the international student “faces the shame of not being linguistically prepared
for the task at hand” which becomes a major source for their acculturation stress
(Hannigan, 2007). Besides this, many international students face a lot of issues and
barriers emerging from the use of language while in the U.S. which manifests in terms of
their academic performance and ability to form social connections. Looking at the
acquisition of English language skills from the perspective of second language
acquisition, second language proficiency is crucial in the acculturation process of
international students owing to its important role in enabling “successful interfacing with
the host culture” (Gallagher, 2013, p. 54). Furthermore, underlining the importance of
willingness to communicate, Gallagher (2013) found that “those students who are more
willing to use the [second language] are less burdened by social isolation, time and
financial constraints, and communication difficulties” (p. 66). This shows that language
plays a crucial role in not only helping international students in the academic setting but
also in enabling them to form social connections that help them navigate the host culture
in the U.S.
Asian International Students. Amongst Asian international students, it is seen
that language competence is often a stronger predictor of adjustment than other aspects of
acculturation (Kang, 2006). In research conducted by Fritz et al. (2008) comparing
anxiety, difficulties in language, social issues, being apart from family and friends, work,
and finances, between international student regional groups it was found that Asian
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international students reported significantly higher difficulties than European
international students. According to Poyrazli and Kavanaugh (2006), lower level of
English proficiency and a higher level of academic strain were found to be directly
correlated to lower academic achievement in their study which resonates with other
studies with similar findings (Poyrazli et al., 2001; Stoynoff, 1997; Zhang & Brunton,
2007). Hannigan (2007) has explained that there is an inherent limitation for a
monolingual student sojourner with regards to language and their interactions are limited
to persons from their homeland or with individuals from other countries with a common
linguistic tradition. Furthermore, it is also seen that lower levels of English proficiency
are a predictor of acculturative stress, and/or depression amongst Asian students (Dao et
al., 2007; Duru & Poyrazli, 2007; Fritz et al., 2008; Poyrazli et al., 2004; Sümer, et al.,
2008; Yeh & Inose, 2003).
Indian International Students. When it comes to English language proficiency
tests, Indian international students in the U.S. generally do better than many of their
Asian counterparts. EF Education First (2019), which publishes the annual EF English
Proficiency Index ranks India 34th as a nation and 5th in Asia with moderate English
proficiency with an EF score of 55.49 in 2019. In comparison, Singapore is ranked 5th
with a score of 66.82, Philippines is 20th with 60.14, Malaysia is 26th with 58.55, Hong
Kong (China) is 33rd with 55.63. Looking at this data closely, it is seen that students
from the Indian cities of Mumbai, New Delhi demonstrate very high proficiency with
students from Hyderabad displaying high proficiency. This could point to a vast range in
the English proficiency of Indian international students from different cities while
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pointing to the fact that Indian international students tend to have high English
proficiency on an average. We find a resonance of this finding while looking specifically
at Indian international students taking the popular Test of English as a Foreign Language
or TOEFL (ETS, 2019), the average total score was 95 with only students from Singapore
scoring more with an average score of 98. This points to how Indian international
students tend to have a high proficiency in English on an average, especially if they come
from major Indian cities, even though the rest of India may not be highly proficient in the
English language. Therefore, it is possible that Indian international students do not find
language to be a high acculturative stressor owing to their relatively high proficiency in
English.
Homesickness, Loneliness, and Social Support Network. According to Glass
(2014), reviewing the literature, it comes to our notice that a majority of the studies have
focused mainly on three forms of social ties, namely: monocultural social ties which
deals with the process of contact with students of the same national or cultural
background, multicultural social ties that pertains to contact with other international
students and faculty, and bicultural social ties, that relates to contact with students from
the host country (Glass, 2014). There is evidence in the international student literature to
indicate that many international students experience homesickness and loneliness during
their time in the U.S., especially during the initial months of their stay (Mclachlan &
Justice, 2009; Parr & Bradley, 1991). Furthermore, the effects of loneliness on
international students can impede their positive acculturation in the host countries
(Russell et al., 2010; Sawir at al., 2007). Hannigan (2007) has noted that international
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students tend to dread the weekends and holidays when their “established role as a
student is minimized” (p. 64) as school remains closed and their contact with their peers
may be restricted until Monday morning or until after the vacations. Another aspect of
the American college life is how students supplement their education with some form of
employment either on campus or off-campus that remains central to the American work
ethic. It is here that international students once again find themselves to be at a
disadvantage owing to restricted work hours as compared to domestic students thereby
once again finding them distanced from their counterparts and feeling left (Hannigan,
2007).
Laying emphasis on the idea that even socially “weak ties” with domestic students
have a role to play in the support networks of international students, Ramsay et al. (2006)
have explained that even weak ties with host nation students serves as a source of
practical information. While there seems to be a positive outcome to the social
interactions between international and domestic students, in a study of 71,260
undergraduates in 300 U.S. colleges and universities indicated that first-year international
students spent far less time relaxing than their American counterparts and spent
significantly more time working on their academics (Zhao et al., 2005). This could mean
that international students might be hard pressed for the time that is necessary to build
these connections with other domestic students. Furthermore, it is also reported that while
international students may be generally satisfied with their academic experience while in
the host country, they are generally less satisfied with their social experience (Council for
International Education, 2006; Schweitzer et al., 2011). Emphasizing the role of
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belongingness, Glass and Westmont (2014), have reported that international students’
sense of belongingness had a greater effect on their academic success as compared to
domestic students.
Asian International Students. When it comes to many Asian international
students, they have a difficult time making friends while in the U.S. Some of this could
be attributed to how Asian cultures are seen to be oriented towards interdependence and
relatedness and hence more collective-oriented in contrast to the Western culture that
emphasizes individualism, assertiveness, and self-sufficiency (Mori, 2000; Yeh & Inose,
2003; Lee et al., 2004). At the same time, researchers like Ye (2006) have reported that
Chinese students were more satisfied with their social network of support when they felt
less discriminated against, perceived less hatred, and less negative emotions.
Indian International Students. Tochkov et al. (2010) have assessed how
homesickness affects Indian international students and reported that Indian students who
had resided within the US longer experienced significantly more homesickness than those
whose time within the US was shorter. While this makes sense given the difference in the
cultures of India and the U.S. and the large geographical distance between the two
countries. What is not exactly known is how they cope with this feeling of homesickness
over time. Shedding light on this idea, Tochkov et al. (2010) have also reported that in
contrast to this finding, homesickness was inversely proportional to credit hours for
Indian students. This could be attributed to their growing familiarity with the academic
system, but it still does not explain how that is related to homesickness. Also, the varying
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number of individual differences that may exist between Indian international students
coming from different parts of India makes a case for specific research in this area.
Discrimination and Racism. Research on international students revealed that
international students report feeling discriminated against and their experiences range
from feelings of inferiority, direct verbal insults, discrimination when seeking
employment, and physical attacks (Lee & Rice, 2007; Hanassab, 2006; Poyrazli & Lopez,
2007). Furthermore, it has been seen that such perceptions of being discriminated against
are also related to international students feeling decreased psychological well-being and
depression (Atri et al., 2006; Jung et al. 2007; Wei et al., 2007). The discriminative
experiences of international students further play out in the form of their direct effects on
protective factors such as decreased sense of belongingness while negatively affecting
outcomes such as average grade earned and cross-cultural interaction (Glass &
Westmont, 2014).
Lee and Rice (2007) have further explained that discrimination emerges in forms
such as “neo-racism” wherein culture or country of origin, rather than the international
students’ skin color, forms the basis for discrimination. This form of discrimination gets
further amplified towards non-European students, especially for students from Eastern
Asia, Middle Eastern, and African countries (Gareis, 2012; Hanassab, 2006). Literature
demonstrates that the effects of racism can be mitigated by the presence of a robust social
support network (Chen et al., 2002; Noh & Kaspar, 2003; Poyrazli at al., 2004). This
means that in the face of a lack of such a support system consisting of friends and family,
international students are at a risk of being adversely affected by the racism that they
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experience while in the U.S. This becomes apparent in a study conducted by Zhao et al.,
(2005) on data collected from 317 four-year colleges and universities that showed that
even though international students tended to participate more in diversity-related
activities, they were generally more dissatisfied with their college experience as
compared to their domestic counterparts. Pointing towards the stratification of support
networks, Volet and Ang (2012) have found that both domestic and international
students' peers prefer to work with students from similar cultural backgrounds when it
comes to engaging in out-of-class academic work.
Indian International Students. This is one area wherein a lack of literature makes
it difficult to answer questions that help us determine whether Indian students find
themselves to be a part of the larger American discourse on racism and social justice and
feel a sense of membership within certain support groups.
Educational Adjustment. When it comes to educational stressors, the mismatch
in the educational expectations of the international students as compared to the actual
ground realities prevalent within U.S. universities exacerbates the acculturative stressors
faced by these students. These international students also tend to hold the expectation to
perform as well in the U.S., if not better, than they did in their home countries (Chen,
1999; Mori, 2000; Pedersen, 1991). This coupled with the pressure they feel on account
of the expectations of their parents and the weight of huge educational loans assumed by
them adds to the stressors as experienced by these students. Such similar educational
stressors have a further tendency to affect their academic performance in the U.S. (Chen,
1999; Mori, 2000). Furthermore, in comparison to domestic students, international
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students had lower perceptions of services offered by their educational institutions
(Sherry et al., 2004; Khawaja, & Dempsey, 2008).
Asian International Students. It is seen in Chinese international students that
they may find it extremely arduous to adjust to the academic and social differences they
experience within American classrooms. This is owing to their cultural background and
familiarity with Chinese classroom settings wherein cultural teachings focused on
students maintaining a respectful and attentive silence instead of engaging in discussions
and actively participating within the classroom (Yeh & Inose, 2003).
Indian International Students. The difference in the educational systems of India
and the United States, their own preparation, and their readiness to adapt to the new
educational and pedagogical methods are all factors that could potentially affect the
academic adjustment of Indian students. Indian international students in Kaur’s (2007)
study found that they were required to adapt to new learning strategies as the education
system in the U.S. required them to think more critically as compared to rote learning or
memorization that they were used to in the Indian education system. Additionally, they
reported that they felt compelled to think more practically and visualize the problem as
compared to just looking at a problem from a theoretical perspective (Kaur, 2007). In
another study, Meghani and Harvey (2016), found a positive relationship between
financial concerns and symptoms of distress which directly affected the Indian
international students’ academic performance. This would mean that Indian international
students may realize that their needs differ based on the dissimilarities between the
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educational systems of India and the U.S. once they get here and would seek additional
support.
The Interaction Between Acculturation and Enculturation. To fully
understand what acculturative stressors are faced by Indian international students in the
U.S. it is necessary to understand this interaction between acculturation and
enculturation.
Indian International Students. As compared to Chinese students, acculturative
stress was more strongly related to depressive symptoms for Indian international students,
according to Rice, Choi, Zhang, Morero, and Anderson (2012). Meghani and Harvey
(2016) have supported the idea that Indian international students follow multiple distinct
psychological and cultural adjustment trajectories while making a case for paying
attention to their enculturation experiences. How the experiences of Indian international
students do not always find congruence with that of other Asian international students is
exemplified through this study. Additionally, Indian international students are aware of
the “successful minority” tag carried by the Asian American community which may
amount to additional pressure, according to Kushner (2010), who has cautioned
administrators from grouping them together with other Asian students. With regards to
balancing the stresses emerging out of the interaction between enculturation and
acculturation, the argument that college administrators need to make efforts towards
recognizing the distinct patterns and predictors of depression, acculturation, and
enculturation has been made by Meghani and Harvey (2016) which could strengthen
support services for Indian international students in U.S. universities.
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Mental Health Challenges and Openness to Seeking Help. Understanding how
mental health challenges affect Indian international students along with their attitude
towards seeking help would aid in understanding their acculturation.
Asian International Students. According to research conducted by Mori (2000),
Asian students tend not to seek help from psychologists as much as other nationalities do.
Zhang & Dixon (2003) have noted that help-seeking behavior within Chinese culture for
psychological difficulties are often linked with shame and selfishness and hence many
Asian international students have a tendency to report physical complaints rather than
emotional problems (Constantine et al., 2005).
Indian International Students. For Indian international students, there was a
positive correlation between self-critical perfectionism and depression in the study
conducted by Rice et al. (2012). Furthermore, a lack of awareness about professional
mental health resources coupled with a societal stigma attached to seeking help was
generally seen in Indian international students in this study. As a result, there are greater
chances that Indian international students could be at significant risk from factors such as
depression, anxiety, and stress without the necessary interventions and assistance from
mental health professionals (Rahman & Rollock, 2004). Similarly, Atri et al. (2006) have
indicated that Indian international students would, “perform better in an alien culture and
environment and consequently have higher levels of mental health in comparison to those
who do not have clarity of goals and capabilities” (p. 68) when they had a clear sense of
their goals and capabilities.
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Conceptual Frameworks
The review of the literature brought forth various acculturative stressors that
Asian and Indian international students experience as part of their acculturation and
sojourner adjustment in the U.S. As per Merriam and Tisdell (2015), the frameworks
within a study are selected on the basis of the concepts, terms, definitions, models, and
theories of the literature on the concept being studied and the disciplinary orientation of
the study. Within this study, theories of acculturation were engaged to shed light on how
Indian international students navigate acculturation to develop coping strategies in
response to the acculturative stressors. This study made use of two theoretical
frameworks - Fourfold Model of Acculturation (Berry, 1992, 1994; et al., 1989) and the
ABC Model of Acculturation (Ward et al., 2001) to understand the interaction between
acculturation and sense of well-being for these undergraduate Indian international
students. These have already been explained in Chapter 1. in detail.
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CHAPTER 3
Methodology
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to understand the lived
experiences of Indian international students’ navigation of their acculturation process in
the U.S. and its interactions with their sense of well-being. This study employed
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to understand the acculturation and
sojourner experiences of Indian international students in the U.S. This chapter begins by
explaining why a qualitative research method was adopted for this study and how the
social constructivist worldview guides it. Thereafter, the chapter delves into the rationale
for adopting the phenomenological approach to data collection and analysis. An
explanation for specifically why IPA was adopted for Indian international students is
provided in the following section. How choosing the Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) framework enabled me as the researcher to engage in double
hermeneutics of meaning-making makes up the bulk of the following section. The final
section of the chapter states the validation procedures adopted within the study.
Epistemological Perspective and Qualitative Research Approach
Every paradigm is based upon its own ontological and epistemological
assumptions wherein ontology is defined as the “researcher’s view of reality” (Creswell
& Poth, 2018, p. 50) and epistemology is defined as “the presuppositions about the nature
of knowledge” (Caelli, Ray, & Mill, 2003, p. 8). According to Scotland (2012):
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Since all assumptions are conjecture, the philosophical underpinnings of each
paradigm can never be empirically proven or disproven. Different paradigms
inherently contain differing ontological and epistemological views; therefore, they
have differing assumptions of reality and knowledge which underpin their
particular research approach. This is reflected in their methodology and methods.
(p. 9)
This study is driven by my ontological and epistemological perspective as a
researcher wherein I see reality as a construct of the experience of the experiencer(s) and
their meaning-making. For the purpose of this study, I adopted a social constructivist
worldview in which “individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live and
work” and develop subjective meanings which are “varied and multiple, leading the
researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrow the meanings into a few
categories or ideas” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 60). This complexity in the interpretation
of reality is taken into account by the paradigm of social constructivism wherein one of
the main tenets is that “researchers do not “find” knowledge; they construct it” (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015, p. 9). With my positionality and identity as an Indian international
student and emerging scholar, the interpretive framework of social constructivism lends
itself very well to the examination of sojourner and acculturation issues for Indian
international students while allowing me to co-create the meaning of experiences along
with the participants.
Extending this further, I have adopted an inductive process as it enabled building
of concepts, understanding, and themes leading to a product that is richly descriptive
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(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This inductive approach within this study finds further
meaning in the usage of a qualitative research method since a qualitative approach allows
researchers to “understand how people interpret their experiences, how they construct
their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2015, p. 6). Specifically, a qualitative approach was utilized in this study to understand
how Indian international students made meaning of their acculturation and sojourner
adjustment in the U.S. using an inductive process since qualitative research is rooted in
the understanding that “knowledge is constructed by people in an ongoing fashion as they
engage in and make meaning of an activity, experience, or phenomenon”, according to
Merriam and Tisdell, (2015, p. 24). Guided by a constructivist orientation, I have coconstructed the meaning with my participants around their sojourner and acculturation
experiences and its interactions with their sense of well-being. Creswell and Poth (2018)
have also suggested the use of qualitative research when there is a need for a complex
and detailed understanding of the issue which we come to create by empowering
individuals to share their lived experiences and make them feel heard. In wanting to
understand the experience of acculturation in the U.S. for Indian international students, I
am inherently relying on, what is known in qualitative research as, a phenomenological
approach.
The following sections will explain in detail how the phenomenological approach
lends itself very well to the research questions at hand.
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The Phenomenological Approach
This study has focused on the phenomenon of acculturation and sojourner
adjustment for Indian international students in the U.S. Furthermore, this study aimed to
understand how their lived experience of acculturation interacts with their sense of wellbeing affects these students. To understand the common meaning derived from the lived
experiences and the challenges faced by Indian international students in the U.S., this
study adopted a phenomenological approach as “phenomenology offers a descriptive,
reflective, interpretive, and engaging mode of inquiry from which the essence of an
experience may be elicited” (Richards & Morse, 2013, p. 67). Using phenomenology not
only helped in the understanding of the phenomenon of acculturation of Indian
international students in the U.S. but also provided tools for collecting rich descriptions
of their experience and help us understand the meanings attached to their own
experiences through their personal reflections and interpretations.
Moving deeper within the theoretical framework of phenomenology, this study
has employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as a method to make
sense of the Indian international students’ acculturation and sojourner experience. Before
we can explore IPA, it is necessary to provide a concise historical perspective on
phenomenology to situate IPA within the scope of this research study.
A Historical Perspective on the Phenomenological Approach
There are different approaches to phenomenology, broadly classified as
descriptive and interpretive, which can be adopted to extract the essence of the Indian
international students’ sojourner adjustment and acculturation experience in the U.S. A
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review of the literature on phenomenology revealed that descriptive phenomenology was
developed by Edmund Husserl and interpretive by Martin Heidegger (Connelly, 2010).
One of the main differences between these two approaches is in their interpretation of
whether an observer could transcend the phenomenon and meanings being investigated to
distill the universal view of the essences discovered (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). Husserl’s
phenomenology advocated that the meanings of human experiences can be objectivized
whereas Heideggerian phenomenology placed the use of language and the interpretation
of an individual’s ‘meaning-making’ in the center of its approach, thus making it
‘interpretive’ (Smith et al, 2009). Sloan and Bowe (2014) have further explained that
“time is a factor for hermeneutic (or interpretive) phenomenology, but is not for
descriptive phenomenology, and the participant’s existence and relation to the world
around him or her is also a factor for hermeneutic phenomenology” (p. 8).
Thereafter, other researchers like Gadamer added to earlier work to develop what
is now understood as Gadamerian hermeneutics wherein Gadamer connected language
with ontology (Rapport, 2005) and viewed language, understanding, and interpretation as
inextricably linked (Sloan and Bowe, 2014). Drawing from Gadamer’s work, Van Manen
(1984) explained that “phenomenology is the study of the lifeworld—the world as we
immediately experience it rather than as we conceptualize, categorize, or theorize about
it” which simply put is the “the study of lived experience” (p. 37). Furthermore, Van
Manen (1990), also described phenomenology as an “object” of human experience (p.
163).
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This short review of the relevant background of phenomenological research
methods provides the context within which the exact research method used within this
research study can be explored in detail.
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
Specifically, this study makes use of the Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) framework as proposed by Smith et al., (2009). Smith et al. (2009) have
explained that IPA is a qualitative research approach that is dedicated to helping
researchers understand how people interpret and make meaning of their lived
experiences. In this study, an effort has been made to describe the central phenomenon,
acculturation as experienced by Indian international students in the voices of these
students themselves. I have also attempted to factor in the tradition and culture of Indian
international students that affects their lived experience of acculturation in the U.S. and
the meaning that they attach to these experiences within this phenomenological study.
IPA is rooted in the theoretical background of interpretive phenomenology of Heidegger
and emphasizes that “phenomenological inquiry is from the outset an interpretative
process” (p. 36). IPA has drawn mainly from the theoretical basis of interpretive
phenomenology and created a unique methodological framework that integrates
interpretation, hermeneutics, and idiography. Here, Smith et al. (2009) have explained
hermeneutics as the theory of interpretation and idiography as being concerned with
particular contexts. In particular, IPA is idiographic because it concerns itself with how
individuals construct the meaning for their lived experience of a phenomena through a
detailed and in-depth analysis of their story before moving onto the next case. Within this
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study, an effort has been made to see to it that every participant’s voice is amplified to
make their story heard as an effort to understand the phenomenon of acculturation.
Making meaning of these voices, while engaging in the process of ‘double hermeneutic’,
I have generated a composite meaning of the phenomenon of acculturation in the U.S. for
Indian international students.
Adopting IPA has benefited this study in many ways. Foremost, IPA relies
heavily on the tradition of interpretive phenomenology that in turn shares much in
common with the paradigm of social constructivism that has been adopted within this
research study. Social constructivism along with IPA allowed in the understanding of
how Indian international students actively construct the meaning of their own
acculturation and sojourner experience. This helped in establishing and differentiating
their lived experience of acculturation in the U.S. from that of other international students
from Asia as well as international students as a whole. Second, IPA employs and relies
on hermeneutics, the theory of interpretation. This means that Indian international
students' voices were not only paid attention to but also actively employed to interpret the
meaning that they attach to their experiences. This approach was helpful as it helped in
capturing their attempts at making sense of their experience through the accounts that
they provided within this study (Smith et al., 2009).
Third, adopting this device through IPA also helped in tying together the various
accounts of the participants within the study onto a common thread of understanding.
Explaining this concept within their conceptualization of IPA, Smith et al. (2009) have
envisioned it to be, as the name suggests, within the interpretative framework which “has
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the idiographic aim of providing a detailed analysis of divergence and convergence
across cases, capturing the texture and richness of each particular individual examined”
(p. 190). In line with this understanding, choosing IPA helped in the amplification of
every Indian international students’ experience of acculturation along with their own
interpretation of their experience as well converging their interpretation with those of
other students to understand the phenomenon of acculturation for these students.
Fourth, IPA was also chosen for this study as IPA fulfills the conditions of
sensitivity to context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact
and importance in accordance with Yardley’s (2000) principles for assessing the quality
of qualitative research. Finally, most importantly, IPA also allowed me as a researcher to
make meaning of and interpret the meanings attached by the participants to their
acculturation experiences, thus engaging my own positionality and reflexivity in the
process. This introduced the device of the ‘hermeneutic circle’ in this study wherein
emphasis was laid on the dynamic relationship between the ‘part and the whole’ or the
meaning attached by these students to their experiences and the meaning attached to these
meanings by me as a researcher. Exploring the hermeneutic nature of IPA and the role of
the researcher within IPA, Smith et al. (2009) have further explained that the “IPA
researcher is engaged in a double hermeneutic because the researcher is trying to make
sense of the participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them” (p. 3). Thus,
IPA also allowed me as the researcher to then take the individual as well as the common
interpretation of the phenomenon (the parts) across the various participants and engage it
with my own interpretation (the whole) of their meaning-making. Certain

63
phenomenological approaches strongly advocate the use of bracketing wherein the
research makes a sincere effort to suspend their prior held beliefs and expectations as a
technique to enhance the validity of the phenomenological research to find the “essence”
of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). On the other hand, IPA has the more modest
ambition of attempting to capture particular experiences as experienced for particular
people” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 13). Smith et. al (2009) have also made the argument that
“the importance of the positive process of engaging with the participant more than the
process of bracketing prior concerns, in the sense that the skillful attention to the former
inevitably facilitates the latter” (p. 31). At the same time, IPA supports the idea that
“bracketing the ideas emerging from the analysis of the first case while working on the
second” is possible (Smith et al., 2009, p. 93). As a researcher, I have made an attempt to
look at every case individually and fully before beginning to move into analyzing them
together.
Within IPA, this is seen as a work that is both “emphatic as well as questioning”
wherein “the analysis may move away from representing what the participant would say
themselves and become more reliant on the interpretative work of the researcher” (Smith
et al., 2009, p. 40). This means that using IPA, I as a researcher, was able to amplify the
meanings attached to their experiences by the Indian international students while
engaging my own interpretation of the phenomenon that is a composite of the
interpretations of the participants in this study. This helped in locating the phenomenon
of acculturation as emerging from the common yet individual experiences of these
students. Based on the principles of idiographic sensibility, this study has focused on
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creating a narrative with shared themes while ensuring that distinctives voices and
variations of those themes are represented within the study (Smith et al., 2009). Bringing
the devices of phenomenology and hermeneutics, IPA suggests that “without the
phenomenology, there would be nothing to interpret; without the hermeneutics, the
phenomenon would not be seen” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 41).
With this review of the theoretical foundations of IPA, it becomes clear that
interpretation plays a very important role within IPA. Since interpretation is a product of
my own background, life experiences, and theoretical affiliations, this sets the stage for
the discussion of my own reflexivity and positionality within this study.
The Researcher’s Reflexivity and Positionality
This research paper stemmed from my own positionality as an international student
from India. Besides engaging my own lived experience as an Indian international student
in the U.S., my continued interaction with Indian international students has led me to
realize that my experiences are in line with the general experiences of many other
students. According to Langdridge (2007), reflexivity can be described as the process
wherein researchers reflect on and remain aware that their own questions, methods, and
subject position hold the potential to impact the data, or the psychological knowledge
produced in a study. Exercising my reflexivity, I remember how I first came to the United
States seeking to pursue a graduate program at a public four-year institution on the East
coast. The program director had informed me that I was one amongst ten students who
had made it to the program out of the couple of hundred applications that were received
by the department. This meant that the admission committee not only saw a match
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between my research interests and what the department had to offer but it also endorsed
my potential to excel in the program. Yet, despite my best efforts, it turned out that I had
to drop out of the program owing to academic underperformance within the first year.
Being asked to discontinue from the program came as a shock to me as I felt that I had
hardly received any support or any warning about such a drastic step from the
department. Fortunately, I went on to not only complete a master’s degree program in
Higher Education at the same university but was also eventually awarded with a
university-wide annual recognition for my efforts in creating a community of support for
other students within the university and for promoting the internationalization efforts of
the university. Such recognition strengthened my candidacy and enabled me to get hired
as a student affairs professional at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) where I
currently work as a Residence Director. Thereafter, I also enrolled into a doctoral degree
program in Educational Studies to further my educational journey for which this study
forms the dissertation research project.
It is against this backdrop of apparent failure and success that I have since
continued to ask myself if I could have done anything differently despite knowing that I
was giving my best. It is my understanding that apart from my own fallacies, my
department failed to support me as an international student and ensure that I was not only
able to persist but also successfully graduate from their program. While much could be
derived from that one experience, what the department could have proactively done is to
ensure that I had a proper understanding of the academic expectations, made necessary
interventions when my course grades dipped, offered support to ensure that I performed
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better going forward, at the least. In line with my own experience, many international
students have struggled with issues arising out of language acquisition, gaps in
understanding of expectations, lack of knowledge about resources, lack of access to
specialized support systems, culture shock, amongst many other factors. Ever since,
through my work as a higher education administrator, it has come to my observation that
support for international students is on a spectrum at most universities. Most universities
see international students as being vital to their goal of increased enrollment. Yet not all
of them are fully equipped to cater to the diverse needs of their international student
population which oftentimes results in these students falling through the gaps or facing
innumerable challenges.
Therefore, it remains important to me to understand the challenges faced by
Indian students and the ways in which they leant to cope with it. This understanding
about the challenges reported by Indian students would allow universities to not only
design interventions to alleviate their effects but also to proactively seek to eliminate
them in the first place. On a personal front, this study has come out of my intention to
understand the challenges faced by fellow Indian students. The goal of this study is to not
only document these challenges but also the ways in which Indian students learn to cope
with these challenges. This study also aims to shed light on the experiences of Indian
students when it comes to dealing with issues that continue to persist as challenges and
thereby become problematic for them. An effort is also being made through this study to
understand if Indian students perceive any challenges that they identify as being
detrimental to their overall experience as international students.
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While examining my own positionality in relation to this issue, it remains in my
awareness that I subscribe to the dual identities of being an Indian as well as an
international student here at UNL. At the same time, I have been working as a full-time
student affairs professional at UNL, a public land-grant research university wherein 95%
of the employees are citizens of the U.S. Through my work as a student affairs
professional, I am able to engage with Indian international students in an advisory role on
a consistent basis which allows me a privileged position of being able to listen to their
meaning-making of their own experiences in the U.S. This aspect of my positionality as a
researcher is in line with the approach taken by IPA wherein “our attempts to understand
other people’s relationship to the world are necessarily interpretative and will focus upon
their attempts to make meanings out of their activities and to the things happening to
them” according to Smith et al. (2009, p. 18). Considering my own experiences of being
an Indian international student, I am positioned to deeply understand and co-construct
meaning around participants' acculturation experiences.
Research Design
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), the purpose of the study directly guides
the criteria that is established for purposeful sampling which in turn guides the
identification of information-rich cases. In this qualitative study, Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) has been employed to understand how the lived
experiences of Indian international students’ navigation of their acculturation process in
the U.S. interacts with their sense of well-being. For this purpose, this section will
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explain the sampling strategy and the rationale for the selection of the participants. This
section will also delve into the rationale for the selection of institutions.
Selection of the Institutions
Based on the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (Center
for Postsecondary Research Indiana University School of Education, 2016), this study
selected participants from “R1: Doctoral Universities – Very high research activity” in
the Midwest. The main reason for using this criterion was to be able to study the lived
experience acculturation for Indian international students in the American Midwest which
is known to have the lowest percentage of Asians amongst all regions of the U.S. at only
12 percent comprising of a mere three percent of the total population of the Midwest
(Hoeffel et al., 2012). In contrast, 46 percent of Asians in the U.S. lived in the West, 22
percent in the South, 20 percent in the Northeast. In the context of such low populations
of Asians in the Midwest, it becomes important to understand how this could play into
the acculturation experiences of these students. The reason why R1: Doctoral
Universities classification was chosen was because these institutions tend to be where
millions of dollars are committed to STEM-based research besides host STEM programs
in which a high percentage of Indian international students are enrolled. This is supported
by findings in the Open Doors Report 2019 which reported that as many as 78% of
Indian students were enrolled in STEM fields making STEM fields and hence R1:
Doctoral universities an important destination for these students. Defining the
institutional selection criteria in this manner aided this study in its aim to understand how
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Indian international students at these universities experience acculturation and the
meaning that they attach to that experience.
Selection of the Participants and Sampling Method
This study employed a purposeful criterion sampling which is helpful when the
goal is to examine a research problem by intentionally sampling a group of people that
can best inform the researcher about the phenomenon under study (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Driving home the point, Merriam and Tisdell (2015) have explained that
“purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover,
understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can
be learned” (p. 96). Choosing purposeful criterion sampling also took into account the
need for alignment of the sampling strategy with the purpose, problem statement, and
research question explored within the study besides ease of access to the participants.
Criterion Sampling
With the intention of selecting participants who have the necessary lived
experience to address the research questions within this study, a criterion sampling
method was employed in this phenomenological study. The following section will not
only enlist the criteria for the selection of participants but will also provide the necessary
justification for why that sampling criteria is important for the study. The criteria used for
the selection of participants has been as follows:
Criterion 1 - The participant must be an international student from India
enrolled in an undergraduate program in a R1 level research university in the
Midwest. This criterion was important as it ensured that the acculturation experiences of
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Indian international students in the American Midwestern states form the focus of this
study. Besides attracting a large population of Indian international students, it is well
known that R1 level research universities allocate vast resources for research and other
student support services. This study has focused on the experiences of undergraduate
students as, first of all, far fewer students from India are enrolled in undergraduate
programs in the U.S. as compared to those who are enrolled in graduate programs.
Secondly, this is a population that is predicted to grow in the coming years and holds a lot
of potential for recruiters looking at increasing their enrollment numbers at U.S. colleges
and universities. Finally, and most importantly, undergraduate-level students tend to be a
much younger population of students as compared to those enrolled in the graduate-level
programs and may have more adjustment problems. Research informs us that as
compared to graduate-level students, undergraduate-level students demonstrate
significantly higher rates of mental health issues and negative effects on academic
performance (Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013).
Criterion 2 - The participant must be at least 19 years of age and have
completed at least one academic year in the U.S. Requiring that the participants have
completed at least one academic year in the U.S. ensured that their lived experience of
acculturation and identity as sojourners in the U.S. has had sufficient time to play out.
According to Smith et al. (2009), “when people are engaged with ‘an experience’ of
something major in their lives, they begin to reflect on the significance of what is
happening, and IPA research aims to engage with these reflections” (p. 2). This study
aimed to uncover the meaning that the undergraduate Indian international students attach
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to their acculturation experiences in the U.S. based on their own reflection on its
significance in their lives. Furthermore, ensuring that these participants are at least 19
years of age ascertained that they are adults and can participate in this study with full
legal consent without needing permission from their parents or guardians who are likely
to be not present in the U.S.
The recruitment of participants was conducted online by contacting the officers
of the student associations for students from India at universities in the American
Midwest. An email was sent to their email addresses obtained through institutional
websites for their organization. A verbal script that was sent in the email has been
included as Appendix D. I also shared a recruitment flyer for the study asking interested
candidates to email me directly if they wanted to participate in the study. This yielded
responses from student leaders of this organization who suggested some names. After
waiting for a few weeks for other responses to the advertisement, I reached out to these
suggested potential participants. After ensuring that the potential participants met the
above selection criteria, I then scheduled an online Zoom meeting at a time that worked
for both of us. As the interview was conducted online, the participant had the freedom to
interview from any location of their choice and convenience using their personal
computer.
Sample Size
Starks and Brown Trinidad (2007) along with Creswell and Poth (2018) have
recommended anywhere between 1 to 10 individuals for phenomenological research.
Specifically, for IPA, Smith et al. (2009) have suggested that between three and six
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participants is a reasonable sample size for IPA. They make the argument that within IPA
the primary concern is the detailed account of individual experience with the main issue
being quality and not quantity and that IPA studies “usually benefit from a concentrated
focus on a small number of cases” (Smith et al., 2009). Based on this recommendation,
this phenomenology was conducted on Muskan, Ayesha, and Nancy, three undergraduate
Indian international students to understand their lived experience of acculturation in the
U.S. This sample size allowed me as a researcher to dedicate more time to each of the
participants and obtain rich details of their acculturation experience in the U.S.
Table 1
Participant Information
Name

Age

Gender

State of Origin

Language

Religion

Ayesha

24

Female

Madhya Pradesh

Hindi

Hindu

Muskan

21

Female

Punjab

Punjabi

Sikh

Nancy

21

Female

Gujarat

Gujarati

Hindu

Data Collection and Instruments
The main data collection strategy used within this method was done using
interviews with the participants in an online setting. According to Merriam and Tisdell
(2015), “interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe behavior, feelings, or how
people interpret the world around them” (p. 108). The interview protocol consisted of two
questionnaires for each of the two interviews conducted with each of the participants that
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formed the basis of semi-structured interviews and has been included as Appendix A and
Appendix B in this study.
Research Setting
The data collection for this phenomenology was conducted via Zoom, a
synchronous remote video conferencing software. This online synchronous video
interview replicated the face-to-face interview setting such that both the interviewer and
the interviewee were able to see and hear each other similar to an in-person experience of
interviewing. Using Zoom also had the added advantage of its being widely used in
educational settings as well as available for everyone to use at no cost. It also meant that
geographical distance was not a constraint for conducting this research study.
Interviews
This study has employed in-depth semi-structured interviews of Indian
international students participating within this study to gather rich, detailed, and firstperson accounts of their acculturation and sojourner experiences in the U.S. According to
Smith et al. (2009), employing interviews is optimal for IPA studies since they tend to
facilitate the elicitation of stories, thoughts, and feelings related to the participants’
experience of the phenomena under study besides being in consonance with the effort to
retain an intimate focus on each participant’s experience within the study. I interviewed
the undergraduate Indian international students using Zoom, a video conferencing
software. Some researchers have indicated that participants may be more inclined to
share their deeper feelings in an online environment than in a one-on-one setting (Hanna
et al., 2005). Besides this, conducting the interview online allowed the research
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participants to interview from a location that is convenient for them. It was recommended
to the participants that they connect to the web-interview from a location that is not noisy,
and which also afforded them a necessary level of privacy, if they so desired. This
interview was conducted in two phases with each interview initially meant to last 45
minutes each. Over the course of the interviews, the participants were really willing to
share their experience and each of the interviews ended up averaging about 90 minutes
and providing rich descriptive data. I ensured that they were aware of the number of
questions that they had to answer in a session and provided them with markers of time
elapsed and progress along the interview questions along the way. The interviews were
recorded after obtaining an informed consent from the participants. The informed consent
form that was sent to the participants is attached as Appendix C. The participants also
completed a demographic questionnaire that has been included here as Appendix E.
Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis within Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) adopts an
idiographic approach wherein a specific case is studied in detail to understand the
meaning that participants derive from their lived experiences before moving on to other
cases to make comparisons and to arrive at generalizations across the cases (Smith et al.,
2009). This study adopted an iterative and inductive cycle of data analysis within IPA
such as moving from the particular to the shared and from the descriptive to the
interpretative besides committing to an understanding of the participant’s point of view,
and a psychological focus on personal meaning-making in particular context (Smith et al.,
2009). Larkin et al. (2006) have recommended adopting the strategy of close, line-by-line
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analysis of experiential claims and meaning-making of each participant to understand
both the convergence and divergence of topical areas within the transcript. From here,
IPA involves the development of a ‘dialogue’ between the triad of the coded data, the
researcher, and their psychological knowledge regarding the meaning attached by the
participants to their lived experiences leading to an interpretative account (Larkin et al.,
2006; Smith, 2004). In essence, this section on data analysis dwelled on what is known as
“phenomenological reflection” (van Manen, 1990, p. 77) wherein the endeavor was to
grasp the meaning that acculturation experiences hold for Indian international students in
the U.S.
Step 1 - Transcription. Within this study, when it comes to data analysis, the
very first step was to transcribe and translate the interviews in the English language and
produce detailed transcripts for each of the interviews conducted with the Indian
international students. These transcripts were read and re-read to actively engage with the
rich data obtained from the participants.
Step 2 - Initial Noting or Coding. This stage set the ground for the initial level
of data analysis within IPA known as initial noting (Smith et al., 2009) wherein the effort
was directed towards identifying and making a list of statements about how Indian
international students are experiencing the phenomenon of acculturation and sojourner
experiences within the U.S. Smith et al. (2009) have recommended that an IPA researcher
then engage in a free textual analysis wherein there are no rules about what is commented
upon but the focus remains on producing a detailed set of notes and comments on the
data. During this step of the data analysis process, in line with the recommendation given
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by Smith et al. (2009), a descriptive core of comments was developed which explained
how Indian international students experience acculturation and stay close to the meaning
that they attach to their experience. Analyzing the transcript, an attempt was then made to
comment on the similarities and differences, amplifications, and contradictions found
within the transcript while keeping in mind the meaning that certain sentences hold for
me and the participants. Furthermore, during the initial noting process, I also engaged in
a form of exploratory commenting that encompassed descriptive comments that focus on
describing the content of the participant’s narrative, linguistic comments which look at
the specific use of language, and conceptual comments that engaged the narrative data at
an interrogative and conceptual level (Smith et al., 2009).
Step 3 - Developing Emergent Themes. In this part of the data analysis, the
main focus was on developing emergent themes and engaging in the process of
horizonalization (Moustakas, 1994). The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research
Methods explains that “horizonalization is a method for understanding data through a
phenomenological reduction by reducing the number of words and replacing the
vocabulary with similar terms in which the researcher places equal value on each
statement or piece of data” (Given, 2008, p. 401). During this process, the main emphasis
was on reducing the volume of data while retaining the non-repetitive and unique aspects
of the participants’ perspectives and the complexities within the narrative. Smith et al.
(2009) have explained that this is where the researcher begins to work less and less with
the original transcripts and more and more with the initial noting such that the
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researcher’s focus is on examining each horizon in the data which would further help in
the understanding of the participants experience (Given, 2008).
This is where I also operationalized the interpretative aspect within IPA and
assumed a central role in the organization and interpretation of the data such that the
analysis becomes a product of the interactions between participants’ meaning making and
my own experiences, and my interpretation of their experiences. It is important to note
that the emergence of themes was in line with the concept of the hermeneutic cycle such
that the parts were interpreted in relation to the whole and the whole is interpreted in
relation to the parts (Smith et al., 2009). An effort was made to retain the participants'
original words and thoughts while incorporating them into my interpretation as an
analyst. In this step of the data analysis, the themes emerging from their narrative of the
lived experience of Indian international students’ acculturation experience in the U.S.
Step 4 - Searching for Connections Across Emergent Themes. While the
previous step focused on the emergence of themes, this step in the data analysis process
involved the search for connections across the emergent themes. Moving from a
chronological ordering of themes as I read through the transcripts and the initial noting,
this is where the emergent themes were mapped using different mapping methods. Smith
et al. (2009) have explained that theme mapping techniques such as abstraction,
subsumption, polarization, contextualization, numeration, and function to formulate the
gestalt that emerges from the analytic process. This is where effort was dedicated towards
collecting all relevant transcript extracts under the emergent themes to look at the internal

78
consistency, relative broadness, or specificity, of each emergent theme (Smith et al.,
2009).
Step 5 - Comparing Cases to Identify Patterns Across Cases. The first step
during this stage of the data analysis process was to repeat steps 1 through 4 for every
case within this phenomenology. The idea was to treat each of the participant interviews
as a case on its own and maintain its individuality for the purposes of data analysis before
embarking on a comparison of themes across the cases. While comparing across the cases
for emergent themes, an effort was made to ascertain that individual experiences of
acculturation within the U.S. for these Indian international students are also highlighted.
According to Smith et al. (2009), some exemplar IPA studies share the dual quality of
“pointing to ways in which participants represent unique idiosyncratic instances but also
shared higher order qualities” (p. 105).
Validation Strategies
Smith et al. (2009) have explained that IPA fulfills the conditions of sensitivity to
context, commitment and rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact and
importance in accordance with Yardley’s (2000) principles for assessing the quality of
qualitative research. Each of these principles were adhered to individually within the
context of IPA to examine how Indian international students experience the phenomenon
of acculturation in the U.S. An effort was made within this study to also follow the
validation strategies prescribed by Smith et al. (2009), Creswell and Poth (2018), and
Yardley (2000) to ensure that this phenomenology of Indian international students’
acculturation experiences maintained a high qualitative research standard.
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CHAPTER 4
Findings
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to study the acculturation and
sojourner experience of undergraduate international Indian students in the U.S. The
research questions for this study were: (i) How do undergraduate Indian international
students experience acculturation and sojourner adjustment in the U.S.? and (ii) What
strategies do undergraduate Indian international students employ to cope with their
acculturation stressors in the U.S.?
Analyzing the data in the transcripts resulted in the emergence of codes that were
reframed as 24 sub-themes that explained the acculturative experience for the
participants. Analyzing the codes or sub-themes further resulted in them being grouped
together under three major themes as follows: (i) Journey of self-discovery, (ii)
Experience of the merits of living in the U.S., and (iii) Experience of acculturative
stressors and their coping mechanisms. Mapping these themes to the research questions,
it was seen that the first research question was answered through each of the three
themes. Similarly, the second research question was answered mainly through the
findings grouped under theme three related to acculturative stressors and coping
strategies. To elaborate, it was seen that the participants of this study experienced
acculturation in the U.S. as a product of the three major themes of this study. It was found
that these students experienced acculturation as a spectrum of internal and external
experiences which once again was on a spectrum of positive and negative experiences.
The following section explains the phenomenon of acculturation as it manifested for the
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participants of this study through detailed vignettes of each of the three participants.
These vignettes emerged through the process of engaging in semi-structured in-depth
interviews with the participants and making meaning of the meaning that they attached to
their own process of acculturation. The following sections will also explain each of the
themes and the codes under each of the themes. An effort has been made to present the
phenomenon of acculturation through the voice of the participants within this section.
This chapter has been arranged to center the phenomenon of acculturation as the
lived experience of the undergraduate Indian international students who participated in
this study. An effort has been made to amplify their voice such that the meanings that
they attached to their experience of acculturation in the U.S. came to the fore and helped
in gaining a conceptual understanding of how the process of acculturation unfolded for
them. Giving insight into the mechanisms of those processes are three themes that
emerged from the findings of this study and are as follows: (i) a journey of selfdiscovery, (ii) experience of the merits of living in the U.S., and (iii) experience of
acculturative stressors. Each of these major themes contain within themselves more subthemes, each of which explain in detail how these students experience acculturation in the
U.S. A detailed explanation regarding each of these major themes and sub-themes are
provided while discussing Muskan’s experience and not repeated while reporting Ayesha
and Nancy’s lived experience of acculturation. Thereafter, their experience with each of
the themes are reported directly. Each of the participants’ experience of acculturation is
preceded by a brief sketch about their demographic detail.
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Muskan’s Experience of Acculturation
Muskan is a 21-year-old junior at a R1-level research university in the U.S.
Midwest. She has been in the U.S. since December 2018 and has the distinction of being
selected to the highly competitive position of a Resident Assistant in her sophomore year.
Muskan is originally from Ludhiana in the state of Punjab in India and is proficient in
Hindi, Punjabi, and Gujarati besides English.
A Journey of Self-Discovery
This is the first of the three themes that emerged within the findings of this study.
One of the major outcomes of the acculturation process is the process of change related to
cultural identity that goes hand in hand with changes in attitudes, values, and behaviors
(Ward et al., 2001). This theme addresses the first research question of this study: how do
undergraduate Indian international students experience acculturation and sojourner
adjustment in the U.S.? This theme captured how Indian international students within this
study made meaning of their own acculturation process. A part of this cognitive aspect of
acculturation also encompasses the interaction between their identification with their
heritage culture in India and the host culture of the U.S. This theme also includes an
exploration of the participants’ identities of self in reference to their acculturative
process. Ward et al. (2001) have also explained that the concept of “identity has been
used to describe attachment to various groups and employed in reference to ethnic
orientation, cultural familiarity and group commitment” (p. 101). How Indian
international students perceive their race in the U.S. and how it relates to their identity is
also explored within this theme. This theme also sheds light on how they view their own
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racial identity within the larger racial discourse of the U.S. and how their experience of
racism and discrimination affects their acculturation. In essence, this theme explains the
cognitions that these students experience as part of their acculturation in the U.S.
Meaning of Yātrā. This study centers the idea of Yātrā in the study of
acculturation as it signifies a multidimensional transition that these students find
themselves undergoing as part of their sojourn in the U.S. Knowing how Indian
international students construct the meaning of their Yātrā, aids in understanding the
overall process of acculturation. Recognizing her Yātrā as an opportunity for growth,
Muskan shared that “my Yātrā has taken me to a lot of different things, and I could say
that most of it has made me grow and has made me understand things better.” For
Muskan, her experience in the U.S. was special and she saw it as a “journey and not a
culmination.” Using the metaphor of her acculturative journey as a painting, Muskan
said, “thank you for giving me an opportunity to see the bigger picture of what I've been
through for the two years and you know it's turning into a painting” and further shared
her feeling of gratitude by saying, “I like painting and the entire journey is becoming a
painting in this interview and I am really thankful to you for that.” Emphasizing the
meaning of Yātrā as a journey that would eventually lead back home to the spiritually
fertile soil of India, Muskan shared that “Yātrā also connects to the journeys that Guru
Nanak ji took, whom I worship as a Sikh. He also took Yātrā to different parts of the
world to spread knowledge.” Explaining that she connected her own acculturative
experiences to that of her spiritual mentor, Muskan also explained that “it connects me to
that and also brings a beautiful meaning to what the change has been (which) sort of
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emphasizes the fact that we are, at the end, going to go back to the Indian soil.” For
Muskan, her Yātrā was an exercise in reminding herself the purpose of her time in the
U.S. and she shared the advice: To constantly analyze what they are doing and to always
match it with what they were here to do before. Muskan did this herself and said, she
would think about:
In the beginning of my journey what did I want to do and what am I doing right
now and what do I want to do in the future .... to match all those things always,
keep myself on the right track.
Investigation the Meaning of the Indian Culture. When it comes to their lived
experience of acculturation, it was seen that Indian international students begin to engage
with their heritage culture because of their interaction with the host culture in the U.S.
This led to them investigating the meaning and importance of the Indian culture in their
own lives. One of the positive experiences of acculturation, according to Muskan, was
her realization that “to learn a different culture makes you understand so much more
about your culture that I don't think I would have paid attention to if I was in India.”
Explaining how she experienced her heritage culture, Muskan said, “I never pondered
upon these things when I was with my parents and I just followed them as they were put
forward” and, “sometimes even wanted to break rules.” Arriving in the United States,
Muskan realized that the people here did not follow the same cultural norms as she did,
which made her think “why we did that and if these people.... do not follow that, what is
the difference.... then how does it affect them?” Eventually, Muskan had the realization
that “I learned a lot about my culture, and I respect it even more now because those little
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things make so much of a difference!” Giving examples, Muskan said, “some things that
I didn't do like yoga or the importance of having hot water instead of cold or room
temperature water” have started to make more sense now that she understands the reason
behind the practices.
There is a face mask - uptan that Indian people have been putting on since
generations. So, when I was younger and had not come to the United States, I
thought it is just old-fashioned. Does it work and .... Neutrogena is the way to go!
But then, her interactions with other people she considered, “woke” inspired her and she
said, “other people in the United States who started using organic stuff made me go back
to uptan instead of Neutrogena. So that's how I've changed my perspective about Indian
culture.”
Muskan also showed greater appreciation for the tradition of rising early in the
Indian culture after coming here to the U.S. in contrast to the culture of students staying
up late at night. Using the words Rehraas and Sandhya to refer to the dawn and dusk
times, she shared:
Waking up in the morning brings us in sync with everything in nature, which is
ingrained in us through our faith.... I feel immense importance is given to waking
up. We call it Amrit Vela in Sikhism and in Punjabi, which means the morning
and I noticed that my friends from Gujarat give so much importance for Sandhya
time. Rehraas is what we call in Punjabi like when the sun sets. These two
timings are very important in the Indian culture, and I am glad we embrace that.
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Muskan was honest in sharing that she too had been adhering to these principles in the
past even though she was aware of her culture and said, “even I had not tried to do that,
but I can say that I became more Indian by coming to the United States than I was before.
I tried to understand.” Muskan was also more appreciative of the spiritual tradition of
India which she expressed as she said, “now I appreciate things way more than I did
before and understand what a lot of spiritual gurus in India have been telling us again and
again repeatedly.... like Sri Sri Ravi Shankar and Gaur Gopal Das.”
Thinking about how she was raised, Muskan felt that parents and elders in India
must do more to explain their culture to the children and not just ask them to follow the
rules. Muskan explained, “understanding why certain things are that way and
understanding the science behind it is important, which we do not usually do in India. We
just know it is not allowed. But why is it not allowed is the question.” Besides this,
Muskan also questioned aspects of her culture which she felt were unnecessary and gave
weddings in India as an example and said that:
We have a more social society and here it is more individualistic (which) sort of
made me realize that, okay, maybe we do not need to invite 2000 guests for a
wedding, 100 might do, because it is mostly like the bride and groom do not even
know more than half of them. So that is a positive and that is how I have started
questioning some things that we do.
Muskan’s journey also brought her to understand how she desired to retain
aspects of her heritage culture. Sharing more about what she valued about her culture, she
said, “one main thing that I feel is kind of the essence of India is the respect they give to
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religion and culture” and, “I like how Indians are still keeping hold of all of all that.”
Muskan realized that she had a responsibility to fulfil towards her own culture even as
she was undergoing the acculturation experience and learning to adapt to the U.S. She
shared that “a part of the reason why I came to the United States was a part of my
responsibility.... not just learning or like doing the thing that I came to do, learn and gain
education but also uphold my culture in a different way.” As part of her efforts to retain
her heritage culture, Muskan saw her role as an educator and said that she had to “plant
seeds that would grow as respect for a different culture and improve their understanding.”
Educating others about her own culture was one of the ways in which Muskan held on to
her culture and said, “that I did not understand when I just came. But as time passed, I
understood that it is an equally important role that I need to play.” Muskan also reflected
on this aspect of the retention of her Indian heritage culture, especially when it came to
the idea of food. Seeing how much food was being wasted in the American society owing
to excessive consumerism, Muskan reminisced about how “Indians relate everything to
spirituality and religion so that we follow a good way of living and our rituals and stuff
put us on a path for healthy living already. So, we always call food as Annapoorna and as
a form of God.” Muskan further noted that the American dream was supported by the
American ambition to be the best in everything they do, sometimes with detrimental
consequences. Explaining this, Muskan said, “in a race to be first, in a race to be the best,
a lot of ethical things are sacrificed, which I do not like.”
Understanding the Meaning of the American Culture. When Indian
international students arrive in the U.S., they realize that there are certain differences
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between their host culture in the U.S. and their own heritage culture in India. This early
introduction to the host culture was instrumental in shaping the experience of
acculturation for these students. Understanding the meaning of the culture of the U.S. was
seen to bring the participants to a point where they were able to consciously adopt or
reject aspects of the American culture which further affected their acculturation.
Muskan’s acculturation included aspects of American culture that she did not want to
adopt. Speaking about how she perceived the American fast-food culture to be unhealthy,
Muskan shared:
The fast-food idea that I am talking about is adding preservatives, which account
for more profit.... combined with the eagerness of the United States to be world
leaders, to be the best at what they do and having huge companies.... we see that
obesity rates have increased in the United States, a lot which is not good for them
and not good for anybody in the world. So that is one trend that I do not like that I
have been passed down and you know it is a fad in a way.
Similarly, Muskan expressed that she was not in favor of late night studying as generally
observed by her in the American college system. Elaborating on this, Muskan said, “one
thing that I had been following all through this time but realized was not healthy was
studying up until late at night.” Additionally, she said, “there's an idea that people have in
the U.S. university setting is that some people feel like they're night people they’re
nocturnal.” Rejecting this idea, she contrasted it with the importance given to rising early
in the traditional Indian culture that she pondered upon. Drawing a nuance between
American culture and college culture, she said, “that understanding, I'm sure exists, and
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people know about it, but is being denied to a certain level right now and that is not very
healthy in the long run I feel.”
Muskan also gave thought to the culture of spending as she saw within the
American culture and said, “I do not like the culture of not saving, earning everything
and spending. The Indians are big, big, big on saving and I really like that. I do not want
to let go of that.” Similarly, Muskan rejected the culture of wasting food based on her
experience of working in the dining halls. She noticed how much food was left uneaten
by the domestic students and Americans in general and said, “we make sure that we do
not waste food in that way. So, I guess that is lacking in the United States. I totally do not
like that. The use of plastic, the overconsumption of everything.”
Who am I?. For these students, their experience of acculturation was seen to be
also an opportunity for investigating their own identities and defining the way they saw
themselves. Speaking about how the study is aptly named, “Yātrā”, Muskan shared what
the journey of acculturation has meant for her by saying, “Yātrā is the perfect word to
describe what an international student goes through. It is sort of a metamorphosis. You
start learning new things about how to survive in a different place and it gives you a lot of
power.” Describing her own reasons for choosing to become vegetarian after coming to
the U.S., Muskan said, “I left non-veg halfway through my first semester partly given to
my Gujarati friends, my mother's influences as a pure vegetarian and also understanding
my culture and my religion.” Muskan saw her overall acculturation as a metamorphosis
from an adolescent to an adult aided by all the changes that she has had to experience
because of being in the U.S. Explaining this metamorphosis, Muskan said:
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The things that I talk about have changed, the way I talk to people has changed,
and the way I understand people has changed. So, I have started going beyond
biases. I am like trying to understand why I feel that, you know, one situation is
completely right or wrong and how the others might feel about the same situation.
Reflecting about how her mother was the only vegetarian at home, Muskan said,
“my mother has always been a vegetarian and the ideas that she had about not having non
vegetarian food while being in a house or like a nuclear family where three people are
non-vegetarian, and she's the only vegetarian person.” Away from home, Muskan
reflected on how her mother was resolute in her decision and shared how it impacted her
decision to become a vegetarian besides seeing her friends. Muskan said, “she had
different ideas and the way she stood with her decision for so long for almost all her life
and she is still a vegetarian.... that inspired me.”
Asking the question “Who am I?” is also a process of understanding oneself in the
new context that acculturation brings about for these students. Muskan shared, “I don't
think I ever thought of myself as an Indian before as much as I did when I came to the
United States.” Reflecting on her acculturation as a spiritual journey, Muskan called
herself as a Yatri, a pilgrim and said, “I realize now, but I've always been in these two
years a Yatri. I'm on a pilgrimage.” Explaining that this identity of herself as an
intercontinental pilgrim, she shared:
the understanding that I am a Yatri and all the things that have come in that place
in making my pilgrimage, and that Yātrā is something that I do not think I
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understood of myself before and even like a bigger picture understanding of
myself as a Yatri of life.
Using yet another metaphor, she looked at herself as a butterfly emerging from its cocoon
and said, “I was in a cocoon and there's a butterfly to come out of all these efforts that are
made through the year, through these years in the United States and maybe ahead in some
other countries or India later.” Muskan also shared, “right after I came out of school, I
didn't have a very strong personality. I did have a personality, but I didn't know exactly
what I was until I went to the United States.”
Seeing Race Differently. When it came to looking at race, the outlook of Indian
students was such that race did not seem to figure prominently as a part of their
experience. Shedding more light on this, Muskan said, “race is way more important in the
United States than what it was in India.” This theme was elaborated at many different
levels with different aspects of their racial understanding coming to the fore. As Muskan
contemplated the meaning of her race and how she identified with her race, she shared,
“to talk about it at a shallow level, I would say, I identify myself as a brown person, but I
feel that the term Brown lacks meaning.” Providing a glimpse into why she thought that
way, she said, “brown could also mean people from the Middle East or even Africa. Not
all people from the African continent are extremely dark skinned or extremely fair
skinned.” She further explained, “I also feel that the association of race with color is not
distinct in putting people into boxes because color could change due to mutation.”
For Muskan, race did not mean as much as culture. Explaining this, Muskan
shared, “I always think about culture before everything else. So, for me, looking at whites
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and blacks in the United States. I sort of see them as very similar.” Muskan contemplated
her understanding of how even though there are racial differences in the U.S. between the
white people and the African Americans based on their different histories, they seemed to
share a common understanding of the larger American culture. Elaborating on this theme,
Muskan said, “I could even put them in the same box because.... they celebrate the same
festivals, and they speak the same language, they eat the same food, and the family
structure is sort of the same.” Muskan acknowledged that she would call herself “brown”
casually, but it does not hold much meaning. Explaining that she said, “so I would call
myself brown, but I don't understand that distinction as much. As for me, I would call a
white man and black man just Americans.” Her rationale was that such a “dynamic
ceases to have so much meaning than what it might mean to them.” She added, “for me
races and different distinctions are driven more by culture, behavior and what you grew
up practicing rather than just physical appearance.”
Another sub-theme that emerged in the discussion about their identification with
race, was that of being seen as foreigners before anything else. Elaborating on this,
Muskan shared that Indian international students “come (across) as foreign people first
…. international not belonging to this country first .... having a different culture. I guess,
culture and language and country come before race and stuff.” At the same time, Muskan
demonstrated her understanding of the suffering of the African American people and the
relative privilege that she holds in this country as an immigrant. Sharing that she could
not compare herself with them she said, “the blacks in the United States have gone
through way more and their history is way more for myself to put myself in that category.
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Muskan also acknowledged that her experience might be very different from those who
came here a few decades ago and said, “I myself as a person do not put myself in that
category a lot. Maybe I should be putting myself in that category, but I feel that I'm too
privileged in that perspective to put myself and gain advantage of it in a way.”
Experience of the Merits of Living in the U.S.
The second of the three themes that emerged from the findings of this study
showcased how Indian international students also had a positive dimension to their
acculturation in the U.S. Explaining that not all aspects of acculturation produce
psychological problems, Berry (1997) and Ward et al. (2001) have made the argument
that individuals undergoing acculturation can learn to adapt quite easily. In line with this
observation, it was found that Indian international students within this study encountered
and navigated changes that they saw as merits of living in the U.S. This theme addresses
the first research question of this study: how do undergraduate Indian international
students experience acculturation and sojourner adjustment in the U.S.? The following
section touches upon the major themes in their acculturation that were perceived as
merits and were desirable positive dimensions of their acculturative experience.
Difference in the Education Systems. In the study of their acculturation in the
U.S., the role played by the academic setting through the educational systems was found
to have a positive effect on these students. Since the education systems of the two
countries were so different according to the participants of this study, it became an
important aspect of their lived experience of acculturation. How these students learned to
adapt to this difference and what factors became acculturative stressors arising out of the
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difference in the education systems directly affected their overall experience of
acculturation in the U.S. Muskan appreciated how the American education system
seemed to be easier in the beginning and said, “I really like how I didn't have to run
behind portion and spend nights studying. I understand that it was freshman year and
things were easier and it will not be the same in the next few years.” Contrasting it with
her experience of the Indian education system, Muskan shared:
It gave me some time to understand how I want to behave, how I want to carry
myself and what are the things that I would like to do, being in the United States,
while my studies remained easy and just based on everyday learning rather than
mugging up on the last day.
Muskan benefitted from her position as a Resident Assistant while living on-campus and
shared, “I'm really thankful that I've had the opportunity to be at a role that makes me
grow so much more than what I pay for it …. like an at a level of effort.”
Renewed Independence and Responsibility. One of the positive outcomes of
living in the U.S. was the enhanced sense of independence and responsibility that these
students felt. Moving away from home and staying outside of the protective gaze of their
families meant that these students had to engage their skills to adjust to the U.S. These
students felt that moving to the U.S. allowed them to not only exercise their financial
freedom but also engage their fiscal responsibility and thus gain crucial skills to thrive in
the U.S. Speaking of how acculturation in the U.S. was affected by economic difficulties
and taught her so much, Muskan shared that she understood “economic difficulty, being
in a country having a higher currency rate than the country that I belong to.” Seeing how
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her hardships inculcated a sense of financial responsibility, Muskan further explained that
“having the constraints of the dollar to rupees conversing was good; it felt harsh but
inculcated things in me that I don't think I would have thought of otherwise.” Explaining
how she understood the value of financial responsibility, Muskan said, “I started
understanding the dynamics of how you deal with money. It's not about what is cheaper
and what is more expensive, but how I should use my money to the best.” Muskan
elaborated that earning money for the first time added to her sense of responsibility and
shared:
When it is hard earned money that I earned myself over the summer of my
freshman year, I really understood what it means to spend money on something
that I might not use in the future and what it means to spend money on something
that helps me progress in life.
When it comes to the experience of acculturation, it was seen that living with
others also brought forth positive experiences and gave Muskan a sense of responsibility.
Gaining this skill allowed these students to have a positive experience in the U.S. with a
greater sense of belonging and renewed skills. When it came to living with others,
Muskan reflected that she noticed her other friends, like the one from Kolkata, had a
different set of experiences than her and the friends that she knew. Reminiscing her past,
Muskan shared that her friends “knew that I didn't know how to manage, how to
understand people more than what they seem and how to trick the system or like being
street smart is what I didn't know at all.” While learning from them, over time, Muskan
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saw that she was not so different from other international students from India and their
common experiences united them. Explaining herself, Muskan said:
I am an Indian. We have grown up with the same ideas that they have, and I have
had the same constraints, while we were in the United States. So, we are majorly
the same but just aate mein namak jitna different!
Here, Muskan alluded to the popular culinary reference in Hindi “aate mein namak jitna”
which means “as much as salt in the flour” to signify that very little difference existed
between herself and others in the end.
Indians are Smart. Another theme that emerges when considering the way
Indian international students positively experience their acculturation is through the
perception that is already prevalent that “Indians are smart.” Explaining what it is,
Muskan shared, “the Indians that have come to the United States from before have set a
majorly very good image for us. Given that most American CEOs are Indian, I'm very
proud to say that fact.” Speaking positively of the Indian immigrant community, Muskan
said, “they are doing good work and they are upholding a very good image of India here.
I cannot see in any way that we are disadvantaged because of the previous image that has
been created.” Muskan reiterated her observations of being seen favorably in the U.S. and
said, “I think being Indians, we are at high advantage due to our color because there's
already a good image … like everybody thinks we are smart, and you know we have a
very strong cultural heritage.”
Living On-Campus. Many universities in the U.S. require their first-year
students to live on campus if they are below the age of 19 years. While it comes at a
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considerable cost, living on campus comes with its own benefits. Since many
international students live on-campus when they first arrive in the U.S., studying how
Indian international students perceived their on-campus living experience was important
in understanding their overall experience of acculturation. Muskan shared that she was a
Resident Assistant in a residence hall on campus and was able to assume the role of a
community leader amongst domestic students. In this role, her understanding of the
support provided by the university became well-founded and made her a proponent of oncampus living. Muskan experienced the benefit of living on-campus and found that “there
was a lot of ease” and that “all the different events that we have with residence life play a
very good role in building relationships and making people understand others that live
together and build like a home like feeling for the hall.” She also shared that an important
aspect of living on-campus was the access to readily available food in the dining halls
and cafeterias which allowed for additional time for studying or socializing.
Experience of Acculturative Stressors and Emergent Coping Strategies
Berry (2005) has observed that large variations exist in how individuals undergo
acculturation and that not everyone experiences acculturation in the same way. In this
study, it was found that Indian international students experienced acculturative stress
when their acculturation was undesirable to them, or they felt unprepared to deal with the
changes accompanying their acculturation. This theme directly answers the second
research question of this study: what strategies do undergraduate Indian international
students employ to cope with their acculturation stressors in the U.S.? Berry (2005) has
explained how the current understanding of acculturative strategies adopts a
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multidimensional view wherein individuals have the freedom to experience their
acculturation through “cultural maintenance, contact and participation, and the power to
decide on how acculturation will take place” (p. 706). Within this study, it was seen that
Indian international students were able to respond to their acculturative stressors in a
variety of ways that helped them engage their own identities. This final theme of the
findings sheds light on the range of acculturative stressors that they experienced in the
U.S. and the coping strategies that they engaged to address those challenges. The findings
contained within this section for each of the three participants constitute an important
finding of this study. Since very few studies focus exclusively on the experiences of
undergraduate Indian international students, the following section is important in
understanding the range of acculturative stressors experienced by these students as well
as the coping strategies that they adopt to alleviate these stressors.
Language and Accent. One of the first differences that comes up between
international students and their domestic counterparts is the variance in language and
accents. The perception of this variance gives rise to various other acculturative stressors
which are seen in the following sections. Muskan said, “seeing that I could not converse
with Americans there was an insecurity. It was shocking, but there was an insecurity and
at the very early stages of my Yātrā.” Explaining that copying American accents was a
coping strategy that she adopted, Muskan shared:
I felt that there was an urge to imitate the way they pronounce words, and I can
say that it is only after two years that I could speak in my original accent and try
to make them understand rather than picking out words and sounds that sounds
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similar to theirs .... because it obviously sounds ugly when I tried to pronounce it
like them.
Muskan explained that she did this to try and blend in within her American network “but
it took me some time to understand that I cannot blend in. I am different. I need to
embrace it and learn things.” This shame and confusion that Muskan felt because of the
mismatch in the accents she adopted for conversations between different groups of
people, in her words, “caused a lot of turmoil in my mind that.... why do I have a
different personality?” Muskan coped with this feeling of conflict in her mind by using a
neutral tone that combined everything she knew and was comfortable with. Thereafter,
Muskan said, “I realized that it gave me a special identity. Identity in the three groups
like all three groups. I was set apart and it made me feel happier when I combined
everything.” Muskan also reflected on how her accent was indicative of her expression of
her culture and said:
It also gave me a feeling of responsibility that I am from a country that I need to
represent at every point.... because we do not usually realize that in everyday life,
but it gives me strength when I behave like how I was, and the place that I
represented rather than just being colored into a different way of being when I
came to a different place.
Muskan countered failure to be understood by others by paying more attention to how she
spoke. Sharing her experience, she said, “in the beginning, I used to get very shaken
when somebody never understood what I said, in my own accent but later I started
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explaining my accent well.” She realized, “something that might mean sarcasm in India
will not mean the same in the United States.”
Muskan adapted to this challenge of not being understood when she saw that
speaking slowly and knowing when to pause was important for her to be understood by
others in the U.S. Muskan said, “having a better sense of when to talk, when to pause,
when to listen has come when I came to the United States.” At the same time, she
reflected that there was a difference in how Indians and Americans spoke and said, that
“it's a different dynamic.” Speaking of Indians, she said, “they socialize a lot. So, there is
no barrier to how much you could talk or when you could, you can just put in your
thoughts in a conversation and the other person does not mind, the person builds on it.”
At the same time, Muskan understood that she would have to adopt the strategy of
speaking to be understood by Americans and shared her observation that “you have to
pause at certain places and different things are taken in different ways.” She said:
One thing I have started doing is being more responsible about my speech
timing....I am pausing at the right time, speaking at better timings than I did
before, (and) not barging in with whatever I want to say. I am a better listener
now.
Muskan also shared that she has also become very intentional about what she speaks and
said, “I'm very intentional when I'm making conversation then instead of talking about a
lot in casual conversation. I now try to bring in things that I know about them from
previous conversations that I had.” Giving an example, she added, “if they are talking
about homework, I might ask them about the previous homework, they had and how they
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overcame the difficulties that they were talking about.” Speaking about how the
knowledge of English can often be a discriminating factor when it came to how one was
treated, Muskan said, “a huge part of discrimination comes with the ability to speak
English and in part the accent.” Sharing her frustration at how people get judged, she
said, “just because English is used universally and everybody in the United States speaks,
it doesn't mean every person from everywhere in the world needs to know English.”
Food. For many Indian international students, acculturation means at least an
initial struggle with diet and food choices in the U.S. When it comes to the availability of
food choices, Indian international students find the choices very limited as well. Muskan
shared, “my friends and I over dinner maybe sometimes discuss how bland some of the
dishes were or how they were a few vegetarian options.” Muskan faced a new reality
when she decided to become a vegetarian half-way through her first semester. Realizing
her limited food choices, she said:
I realized that the only options available to me immediately at that time.... on a
Saturday at (dining hall), we would have a cheese pizza or like some potatoes,
bread, and the deli section. So that was boring for me as a person who likes
having rice every day, and I am very chatori (an avid food enthusiast)! I really
like Indian food and spice!
Muskan was disappointed that most of the time, “there's a lot of different options in
meat” but for vegetarians the choices were restricted. Muskan highlighted that there is
more to vegetarian food and shared, “so to say they have vegetarian options, they do. But
sometimes it's just boiled vegetables.” Furthermore, it seemed that there was no in-
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between option “between the very unhealthy fried French fries or like fried tater tots and
boiled or steamed vegetables.” Describing how the food in the dining halls lacked flavor
and how she coped by being open to creating her own combinations, Muskan said:
Towards the end of the first semester, I started feeling the lack of flavor to the
point that I started combining different food from different sections of the dining
hall and cooking it in the microwave and making my own dishes.
Giving an example Muskan further described how she made chilly potato on several
occasions by:
Taking soya sauce, ketchup and soy sauce and vinegar from the salad section
along with some wedges and ketchup from the burger section and fries from the
burger section and some green chilies from the burrito section that they laid out
and put it in the microwave for about two to three minutes. Then I had my own
dish!
Muskan realized that she missed Indian food more when she was talking to other
people or when reminded by others who were cooking Indian food. Providing insight, she
said, “when my parents would send me something … picture or something that they
cooked that they were having on WhatsApp.” Furthermore, she also noticed that the
Indian food that she had access to did not taste like food from home and said, “I was
already in the place where we were having Indian food, but it tasted nothing like what I
had when I started missing the food at home and I started associating homesickness of
being at home with food.” Acknowledging her own bias towards Indian vegetarian food,
Muskan said, “that we don’t.... maybe take in other types of vegetarian food as easily as
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we take Indian vegetarian food.” Elaborating on the idea, she said, “if there's the dish that
the (dining hall) makes every once in a while, Rajma Chawal (kidney beans curry and
rice), we are really happy. But then if there is a mushroom Risotto, we don't take it so
well as we take Rajma Chawal.” When her dining hall started offering more Indian
vegetarian options, Muskan said, that more domestic students also started trying it out.
Muskan said, “it has also come to the point that a lot of my friends that are at (the
university) who are not Indians have started trying some Indian options and exploring
how I feel when it comes to Indian food.” Offering additional insight, Muskan explained
that “the feeling of, you're not eating meat goes, because it's just so different that you've
not imagined vegetarian food that way.”
Financial. Speaking on the importance of money in her acculturative journey,
Muskan said, “a factor or like an element becomes important only when it becomes a
‘limiting agent’, otherwise you can have plenty of money and never understand its value
unless it becomes a limiting agent.” For Muskan, it was also a journey when it came to
understanding the value of money when she realized, “there was a point in these two
years when it started becoming the limiting agent and that is when I started realizing the
true meaning of money” and therefore “I should manage all my living expenses on my
own.”
Educational. When it came to stressors emerging from a difference in the
education system, Muskan shared that she had to cope with the difference that she felt
between the systems. Explaining how the difference can be problematic, she said, that
there was a lot of emphasis on theory within the Indian educational system without as
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much focus on the practical aspects of application and shared, “we're good at
examinations and understanding stuff and easy material, but I feel somewhere we lack.”
As a result, Muskan shared that “a lot of times, I feel that there's a lack of deeper
understanding.” This meant that even if she did well separately on the theory within the
class as well as the labs, “to bridge it all together, I felt that there was a difficulty.” Her
main frustration was with how through the Indian education system she was primed to
make use of all the theory that she had consigned to memory but could not put it to good
use. Explaining this further she said, “in the Indian curriculum, I studied more deeply. I
guess we cram too much into a small time. So, that is what I knew perfectly and more
easily. But I failed to bridge and bring my experiences to a practical use.”
Another aspect to her educational challenge was related to her understanding of
her own learning style. Coming to the U.S., Muskan realized that much of the teaching as
well as the teaching materials were provided electronically whereas she was used to
learning within a classroom setting by taking notes. Sharing more she said:
So, I saw myself writing notes in the first semester, which was not needed,
because I was just copying what was there (in the slides) into my notebook. That
is what I did in the Indian system, but it was not required. So, there was a lot of
wasting of time. So, I realized over time that I could just read the textbook once
and then make notes that are not a copied from the textbook. So that challenged
me and challenged my way of learning and understanding of myself as a student.
Muskan also saw that there was additional emphasis on assignment deadlines here in the
U.S. that she was not used to. Also, she shared how the Indian education system mostly
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was set up to reward performance on a final exam as compared to the emphasis that the
U.S. education system paid on timely work throughout the semester. Muskan shared on
and said:
Something that has challenged me is the deadline system. So, we in India did not
pay a lot of attention, at least in higher classes, on homework. So, a lot of the
American system is based on consistent work that adds up to your grade and the
Indian system was mostly based on the final exam.
Developing Friendships. Sharing how she found it difficult to balance time with
her American and Indian friends, Muskan said, “just going and talking to my Indian
friends felt heartwarming. I felt secure and just it is a different feeling. It's like going
back home from college or something.” On the other hand, Muskan felt conflicted since
she thought, “I had come to the United States to get to talk to different people.”
Explaining why she found herself spending more time with Indian students, Muskan said,
“I felt vulnerable at that point of time.” Developing friendships can become very difficult
when Indian international students perceive a lack of connection with other domestic as
well as Indian students around them. Muskan shared, “I was not very connected. I did not
get a lot of opportunities to connect with the local people.” Muskan shared that her main
focus in the first semester was “finding good core friends, doing well in my studies,
understanding the difference in the education system and how I can work towards my
success.” Explaining how this affected her ability to form relationships with domestic
students she said:
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In the first semester, I left out of the socialization with the local people and going
into clubs and stuff.... So, the part of participation in clubs, going out at events,
meeting other international students like students from Malaysia, Oman and
China, and Germany and stuff …. that we have an opportunity to interact with
that, sort of, went down.”
This sentiment also stretched to other people in the community for Muskan and she said,
“I felt that I did not have the opportunity to meet the normal people … connect with the
normal people, be it a small family in some small town.”
Furthermore, it was Muskan’s observation that Indians “get a little deeper into
conversations than you can get in the U.S.... If you are talking to a stranger in India, you
talk at a personal level than you would talk to a stranger in the U.S.” Describing how
general interactions go, Muskan said:
It is ironic because when you pass across the street, you are like, “Hi, how are
you?” … but you don't care about the answer … you’re just walking past and
that's just a way of addressing but in India, you might not say, “Hi, how are you?”
when you just move past you might not even smile....but when Indians talk, the
conversation is way more deeper, you might start talking about relatives and what
they've done their entire life or like what they are cooking at home tonight.
Harsh Winters. Similarly, Muskan shared, “at first it was a source of fascination
because I had never seen snow. But, after a point, it became a difficulty.” In the context
of being an international student and doing so much to adapt here in the U.S., Muskan
also acknowledged that “winters sort of became an obstacle” when it came to traveling
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and going from place to place. Yet, over time, Muskan acknowledges how she learnt to
appreciate the beauty of nature and shared that “the understanding that nature is different
in different places and I need to appreciate the beauty of it came a lot later and it again as
a part of my Yātrā and the metamorphosis.”
Lack of Support. Muskan also shared that she received immense support from
her advisors and said, “a huge support that I had when I was in the United States for these
two years was my academic advisor. I feel very less credit is given to them while more is
due.” Explaining why she felt this way, Muskan said, “she had helped me when I was
feeling bad about my grades or my performance or my extracurricular engagement and
she helped me. So, I can see she was a guiding light for me.”
Learning to Adapt. Having experienced the initial difficulty when it came to
adapting to the U.S., Muskan decided to “fit in.” Explaining it further, she said, “at first I
thought I am going to become just like them.” Explaining how it was when she first
arrived, she said:
When I was in the residence hall, I made up my mind in a certain way that I will
not get the food that I had at home over here. But when I started out off-campus
and I had the opportunity to do that, I started feeling the lack of that food.”
Muskan added that “at first, it was a struggle to blend into what they are and become like
them so that it's easy for me. But over the time that I spent there, I realized that easy is
not always right.” Muskan understood that the acculturative process would be a challenge
that she would have to embrace responsibly. She said, “I need to be responsible to the
place that I've come from and I will always be seen a little differently. No doubt about
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that. But embracing the difference and learning.... learning and teaching both was
required.” She summed up her realization after two years in the U.S. by saying, “I feel
that more than blending in. I felt that I should stand different, represent my culture, while
also being humble enough to accept things that come my way and learn!
One of the main strategies that Muskan adopted to adapt in the U.S. was to lean
on other Indian international students for support. Muskan explained, “one of my friends
had already been studying here for one semester so she knew more than me” since “she
had been through this journey before.” Muskan said, that “experience is the best teacher
and I leaned on to her and I'm thankful to her that she sorts of helped me grow in that one
semester. She had been a good part of me standing up on my feet in the United States.”
Explaining how learning to adapt in the U.S. was on her mind, Muskan shared:
My major concern was how to build relationships in the class, talking to the
professor and how I would interact with my other classmates, so that we become
… I do not know .... supporters …. friends is a very personal world, I guess, but
just help each other out if I am lost or I need help .... the ability to make that
connection with somebody who is in class.
Muskan also saw to it that she learned from other American domestic students to see how
processes worked in the U.S. Explaining this, she shared:
They give me a very good sense of understanding of how the system works, how
the teachers like to be contacted or how you are supposed to study for the exams
that are taken in the United States because it is a very different format from what I
had had in an Indian curriculum.
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Muskan also reflected on how she was inspired by the domestic U.S. students and said, “I
took some qualities that they had … tried to put them in myself and that sort of .... pushed
me forward in being recognized and being seen.”
Oftentimes, learning to adapt also means filling the gap between one’s own
expectations and the realities of adjusting to the life in the U.S. for these students.
Reflecting on this experience, Muskan said, “before arriving in the United States, we go
like, Arre hum toh.... (Oh, we will….) we will become like that and we will change that
way, I'll do this, and I'll do that.” Delving into how the reality was, she said, “but then
when you're actually in the situation, things are very different.” Another example that
Muskan gave in terms of bridging this gap, was when she shared, “we might talk to our
professors in India differently. I realized that calling someone ‘sir’ in the United States is
not very good … like they might not like it all the time.” Sharing how her expectation
was different than the reality, she said, “he felt that I was calling him old whenever I
called him ‘sir’ and I, on the other hand, felt like I was giving him immense respect while
doing that.”
Racism and Discrimination. Yet another acculturative stressor that Indian
international students face is mainly related to their experience of racism and their
perception of being discriminated against in the U.S. Their experience of racism and
discrimination in the U.S. is varied and can be interpreted in many ways. Explaining that
her Yātrā has helped her understand how she needed to interact with people from
different backgrounds, Muskan said, that “this has given sort of layers to my personality.
I know how to deal with different kinds of people.” Recognizing that “prejudices exist
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everywhere in a land that's not yours”, Muskan revealed that “you are a little reserved
with the words you use and the actions that you portray.” Revealing introspection as a
coping mechanism, Muskan shared, “I first take it as myself as a person and what I might
be lacking in.” Explaining how this helps her understand what discriminatory behavior is
and not her lacking anything, she shared, “but sometimes when it's repeated, I understand
that it's not me, but just them projecting their insecurities and their ideas on me.” Muskan
explained that while she has a feeling that the behavior is racist, she has no way of telling
it for sure. Detailing it, she said, “a lot of times I've identified the trend and said, that
okay, this is racism taking place, but to see that it's racism is like .... I have no chances of
proving it.”
There are times when Indian international students are asked questions that seem
to cross basic barriers of courtesy and respect. Without exaggeration, Muskan shared, “I
have had many people stop me on the street and ask if we travel on elephants in India. I
said, yes to them and … yeah, my dad owns two.” There are also times when
undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S. witness a downplaying of Indian
traditions and accomplishments in favor of stereotypes. Relating her experience, Muskan
shared:
A certain set of people when you talk about being a vegetarian or when you talk
about tradition in certain ways or even about the fact that India is not always poor,
India is not all poor, how Hollywood shows that. Some people just deny this is.
They are not ready to accept a different point of view, sometimes, and which is
sad for them, but also it is disrespectful sometimes.

110
Additionally, Muskan gave the example of how when informed that India has the second
largest population of English speakers in the world, many people refuse to believe it.
Revealing her experience, she said, “there would be a reluctance to accept that fact
because they have a preconceived notion of how India is and how you know the people
are.”
Homesickness. Muskan saw homesickness in a negative light and said, that
homesickness “plays a huge role in how a student performs and I have felt the
repercussions of it in my fourth semester when I felt that there was too much of
overloading that I took emotionally over the two years.” Muskan realized that she really
started missing her family once she settled down after the first semester in the U.S.
college life and that “being together in-person is an entirely different thing … just the
luxury of being able to cry in somebody's arms is something different.” She also
understood that “when you're facing trouble as a person, you first notice the physical and
the external factors, it takes so much more attention, so much more effort to look into
internal things.” Muskan related how the experience of homesickness is exacerbated
when the interaction is not in-person and said, “being in person together is an entirely
different thing. So maybe I couldn’t share everything that I wanted to or just the luxury of
being able to cry in somebody's arms is something different.”
Muskan realized that her feeling of missing family is alleviated by visiting home,
Muskan said, “now that I'm back and living the life that I lived before, strengthening ties
with my family, I have a lot of rebound energy that I can put in. Once I go back to the
United States.” Muskan also experienced social isolation and experienced it as “not
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having somebody that I could talk to apart from like business stuff and class stuff.”
Shedding light on how she was missing food when in touch with other Indians, Muskan
shared, “during my first semester … I started realizing that I miss Indian food only when
I had a conversation of that sort with my friends.” Muskan also realized that her
homesickness was related to her experience of living off-campus and cooking food for
herself. Sharing her experience, she said, “I would eat whatever I was given, and what
was available, but that is when I started missing Indian food’.
Practicing One’s Faith. Muskan who practices Sikhism explained that she has
not been able to visit a Gurudwara, a place of worship for Sikhs and said, “I felt that
there was a lack of a place where I could associate spirituality or peace to.” This also
points to the issue that adherents of some minor religions of India such as Sikhism,
Jainism, and Zoroastrianism might find it difficult to find other practicing members of
their own faith here in the U.S. Alluding to this, Muskan said, “another restriction was
the friends that I had were from a different religion.” Muskan shared how she overcame
her feeling of homesickness by garnering strength from her spirituality and said, “I would
just sit and pray if I was like, really upset. So, spirituality made me cope with
homesickness.” While praying, she said, “I sort of disconnected myself with all the
worries that I had for some time … and this was an aid in me being myself and keeping
myself strong in spite of all the things that were happening.” Muskan coped with the
inability to access a place of worship by playing devotional song videos and said, “I felt
that if I could get up in the morning and play a video where there's a bhajan playing that
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give me a lot of peace” since “it took me back to all those days in my childhood where
my mom would play them, and I would sort of feel at home.”
Sharing one’s spiritual practices with others around them also is a coping strategy
that undergraduate Indian international students find themselves using to address a lack
of spiritual support in the U.S. Speaking about how her roommate who was a Hindu
would join her in her spiritual practices, Muskan shared:
If I prayed the Japji Sahib, she would sit with me sometimes and when she did
her Sandhya Puja I would sit and recite the puja with others, that was in Sanskrit
or in Hindi, which I knew. It was an experience that added an extra layer to my
experience of spirituality.
Lack of Sense of Belonging. Muskan realized that she was unable to connect
completely to the culture of the U.S. Sharing her connection with India, she said, “I'm a
part of the American dream. But as time went on, I realized that a huge part of me, or I
guess me entirely, my soul, my heart lies in India.” Muskan was able to articulate her
feelings of loss when she was to distance herself from practices she associated with India
and said, “having dedicated a huge part of myself to spirituality or rituals and the Indian
way of living … it hurts to let that go and I feel it's a very sustainable way of living, it's a
very positive way of living so.” Another aspect that contributes to Indian international
students feeling a lack of sense of belonging is a lack of interaction with non-student
Americans. Many Indian international students do not get the opportunity to acquaint
themselves with Americans outside of the college setting. Muskan shared this sentiment
and said, “I'm an intentional person and having a connection with somebody outside the
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university or just maybe who have no relation to the university .... It could even be like a
shop owner to talk to about anything would be nice.”
Serving others in the community and having a larger vision for themselves in the
world also served to nurture a sense of belonging for these students. Muskan shared her
own vision for service and said:
I started thinking of myself as a part of the Sikh community of the world, being an
Indian girl, and Indian woman in the world. So how can I attain power enough is
what I started thinking to uplift the lives of other Sikh people, Indian women,
Punjabi people, or even the people of India in general. More importantly, the girls
of India, the women of India. How do I empower them? How do I instill power in
myself so that I can pull them up?
Expanding on this theme of service, Muskan started thinking in terms of “I want to make
a life where the privilege that I earn is not just restricted to people who are related to my
blood, who shared blood with me.”
Mental Health Challenges. When it comes to mental health issues, it was seen
that these students also might not have enough knowledge about the issue and hence miss
out on the existing support available to them. Sharing her experience, Muskan said:
So, to be very honest in the first one year, maybe it was because of the lack of
understanding of what professional health is, what mental health is and what
mental health issues are, I did not think of that as an option. I did not even know
about it as much as I do now.
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Additionally, Muskan realized that her understanding about mental health was enhanced
owing to the discourse around mental health that she found was happening within the
university setting. Reflecting on this she said, “earlier I didn't think of it as an option, but
due to huge education and just the large talk that happens about mental health in the
United States, I started seeing the uses of it.” Explaining how she was able to gain
additional insight, she shared, “a huge a huge part of my understanding now is also
because of Residence Life at (the university) that constantly talks about it and brings it.”
Speaking about her family and their understanding about mental health issues,
Muskan said, “my family I don't think has a huge understanding on that yet.” According
to Muskan, “Indians do not pay a lot of attention to mental health. We feel like ho jayega,
there's nothing and stuff and that is something we need to change.” Speaking about how
there is a general reluctance to seek professional help, Muskan revealed that there is a
mentality of reluctance and said, “you don't need a psychologist, you don't need a
psychiatrist, you don't need a therapist is what I've heard, very, very commonly.”
Immigration Rules and Regulations. When it comes to compliance with
immigration rules and regulations, Indian international students find themselves to be at
the receiving end of a lot of bureaucracy and politically motivated policies. A case in
example was the uncertainty regarding what constituted as a legal number of credits that
international students could take online while in the U.S. Explaining this situation and her
experience, Muskan shared that the “instability in the policies of the government” were
“de-motivating and caused a lot of turmoil in the daily system that I set for myself.”
Shedding light on the amount of pressure she faced, Muskan added that “it was like my
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purpose is being overshadowed by all these obstacles … So, that caused a lot of stress
and pressure.” Talking about her emotional experience while dealing with immigration
related regulations during the pandemic, Muskan said, “it made me weaker in terms of
the strength that I had in dealing with these obstacles.”
Lack of Mobility. Muskan brought up how undergraduate Indian international
students experience the difficulty of lack of mobility since they generally do not own
cars. For Muskan, not owing a car meant that she was not able to travel to the nearest
Gurudwara, a place of worship for adherents of the Sikh faith like herself since she had
arrived in the U.S. two years ago. While there are options for students like her to use the
public transport or rent a car, she shared that it is not possible for everyone. Speaking
about how this can be an added cost that these students must know and account for before
coming to the U.S., Muskan said, “what the average cost of a car ride is … these are
things that people might not know.” This was a stressor that not only limited her ability to
move around within the community but also practice her faith by visiting her place of
worship and sharing company with others from her faith.
Meaning of the Current Study
In the process of sharing their own experience with acculturation, the participants
also shared how this study served as a catalyst in their introspective recollection of the
meaning that they attached to their experience of acculturation in the U.S. Muskan started
by saying, “I am glad that I'm talking about things that I didn't think about earlier.”
Sharing how the study allowed her to think about aspects of her experience for the first
time, she further explained, “these are like … how we have first-hand experience, these
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are firsthand thoughts and I've never pondered upon the situations that I'm talking about
right now.”
Ayesha’s Experience of Acculturation
Ayesha is a 24-year-old senior at a R1-level research university in the U.S.
Midwest. She has been in the U.S. since December 2016 and has contributed to the
community of Indian international students through her leadership in the Indian Students
Association (ISA) at her institution. Ayesha is originally from Indore in the state of
Madhya Pradesh in India and is proficient in Hindi besides English.
A Journey of Self-Discovery
Meaning of Yātrā. Ayesha revealed that her Yātrā has helped her understand
herself even more and led her to investigate what she really wanted in life. When she
missed the celebrations around Indian religious festivals, she came to an understanding
that she was deeply connected to her roots. For Ayesha, her Yātrā became a revelation
that led her to resolve to go back to India in times to come. Explaining her situation,
Ayesha said:
I used to cry a lot and that day I decided, I am not going to settle in the USA
permanently. I am going to gain my experience and go back to my country where
I have … I am very connected to the Indian traditional roots.
Investigation the Meaning of the Indian Culture. Ayesha also experienced
situations where she was faced with choosing between her heritage and host cultures or
finding a way to adapt using the best of both. Retention of her heritage Indian culture was
very important in some respects for Ayesha such as her food choices which she explained
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by stating, “food choices.... that is another thing that I am very passionate about. I am a
vegetarian, and I'm very aware of the environment.” Making a note about the general
undergraduate population around her, Ayesha used the word “short-sighted” and said,
“people of my age are not very diligent in what they do” while acknowledging that this is
not true for all of them. According to her, in India “we are more conscious about our
decisions and more diligent about how we do work.” This is something she seemed to
cherish and did not want to discard.
Understanding the Meaning of the American Culture. Ayesha shared that she
saw many aspects of the American culture closely only after coming here to the U.S.
Ayesha also demonstrated a certain aversion to certain aspects of the American culture as
she saw it. Commenting on how ambiguous people can be in expressing their opinions,
she said:
I find that nobody makes a statement about things here. People have opinions but
they are scared to make statements, people do not have strong opinions. They are
like .... that did not work out for me, may work out for you and I find it a little
ambiguous.
Sharing another observation regarding her rejection of the American culture, Ayesha
said, “Americans are detached friends I would call and our nature of giving and taking is
very cultural thing and then … in their culture, its interference for them.” Shedding light
on her own preferences, she said, “if I share a bond with a friend and I expect them to be
reliable, find me approachable and then I would expect the same from them as well.”
Defining these experiences in terms of concepts, Ayesha said:
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I am not fond of this individualistic way of living. I like collectivism. So that is
where I draw my line when I am making friends with Americans that I do not
expect that level of … even though they call me best friends, I call them best
friends. But this equation is different and my equation with an Indian friend is
different.
Ayesha was unable to come to terms with another aspect of the American culture
that she did not find in India generally which was “making appointments before you go to
a friend's house.” Explaining how she did not want to consciously adopt this aspect of the
American culture, Ayesha shared, “I still find that strange when I see people here also
take an appointment with their parents to go and meet them and parents sometimes refuse
also.”
When Indian international students come to the United States, they notice aspects
of the culture that they can adopt to adapt to the acculturative stress. Yet there are times
when this transition is not complete and that leads to these students feeling distanced to
their heritage culture while feeling not fully integrated into the host culture.
Demonstrating how this also leads to a state of remoteness from both the host culture as
well as their heritage culture, Ayesha shared, “Giving people space in India is not a thing.
If it comes to friends and family and here it is very important and then I have come to
that point where I do give space, but I don't give all the space to people.” Explaining how
this affects her, Ayesha said, “I do find it hard to balance sometimes because then that
sometimes can go against the values that I have.” Explaining her struggle, Ayesha
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confided, “I put my foot in the door and then I see how much the other person is
responding and then go from there. But then I always struggle with this.”
Who am I? Ayesha too experienced situations which led her to question her
identity and examine it closely within the context of the culture of the U.S. While doing
so, Ayesha witnessed a metamorphosis in the form of increased self-love. She shared, “I
became more accepting. I started loving myself. I learned to accept compliments.”
Sharing how she was able to become more accepting of others, Ayesha said, this was
“because I was able to feel where they are coming from and I was able to be empathetic.”
Reflecting on her metamorphosis and her journey, Ayesha confided, “I don't think I
would have evolved that way if I were in India.” Explaining how she sees a difference
between herself and her friends back home, she said, “they are to an extent still bothered
about things that don't really matter after a point. But after coming here, I think I became
more accepting towards all kinds of personalities and I’m less judgmental now.”
According to Ayesha this was also her becoming more “liberal” in the U.S. She
illustrated her point by sharing:
If there is a loud personality that I am dealing with, my friends back in India will
not tolerate that or they will just shut the doors. But I still will be giving benefit of
doubt. I will still be trying to understand. So, in that sense, they will find me more
liberal about things. And for them, maybe that loud personality is, in a way,
attacking me but then I am trying to dig what is beneath that to see what the actual
issue is and then my friends are like … you have become too liberal!

120
Ayesha was told that she has changed by her mother as well when her mother noticed that
Ayesha was now more prone to spending money to be more productive, for example,
when it came to buying appliances or dealing with relatives. Ayesha shared that her
mother said, “you're not sticking to the old ways. This is how we have been doing things
and this is how is the best way.” Sharing her feelings Ayesha said, “she would want to
stick to old ways and do it traditionally, but I would have a different perspective. I cannot
understand her, and she cannot understand me.”
Another important aspect of discovering themselves is understanding that their
Yātrā is also encompassing a change in their beliefs and their acknowledgement of the
same. Ayesha witnessed a change in her beliefs in the form of being more deliberate
about complimenting people on their positive qualities and being receptive to them while
seeing herself as worthy of it. Explaining the difference in her culture and that of the
U.S., she said:
We come from a culture where other people should say good things about us. We
should not speak good about ourselves and even if others do, you should be
humble, you should not react to that. That is how we are taught to be. We are
taught to be composed. But then here I learned that it is ok to be happy. I learned
to accept compliments in the American culture. Before this, I did not know how to
accept the compliments … if someone would give me a compliment, I would go
in that proper mode and I would be like (nods and says hmmm…with a smile)
then I will not accept it. But here I learned how that compliment feels like .... I
opened up myself to those.
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Ayesha also witnessed a major shift when it came to her perception of her own
self. Explaining this, Ayesha shared, “I've learned to love myself after coming to the
United States. I realized that I had so many insecurities that were so unnecessary … my
quotient of looking at things just broadened here after coming to the U.S.” Ayesha shared
how her beliefs about beauty standards also underwent a change that affected her
positively. Reflecting on this change, she shared, “when I came here, I became more
accepting and then I realized that this whole notion of beauty standards is all just smog!”
Seeing Race Differently. Talking about race and identity, Ayesha shared her
perspective that Indian international students did not fit the racial stereotypes of the U.S.
Explaining this from a personal experience, she said, that her identity was not fully
acknowledged in the U.S. Reflecting this, she said, “I don't think it's acknowledged as
much. The main deal is blacks and whites, and we are the sides - browns.” Ayesha also
shared her perception that she was viewed as a foreigner first, she said, “I think they label
our race and under the immigrant umbrella.” Reflecting on how she finds event the term
“immigrant” is generally reserved for certain populations, she shared, “mostly from the
political point of view, it's mostly about South Americans when they talk about
immigrants.” Yet another way in which Indian international students saw the role of race
in their lives differently was when they reflected that they found themselves to be
“privileged.” Thinking of herself as a person of color, Ayesha said, “I actually feel proud
to have the rich cultural background that I have.”
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Experience of the Merits of Living in the U.S.
Difference in the Education Systems. One of the main merits of the education
system in the U.S. is that Indian international students tend to find it more “practically
oriented.” Sharing how this aspect was even at play when she was deciding where to
study, Ayesha shared, “here I had a chance to do a part time job. I had a chance to have
that exposure, that practical knowledge, and my dream of working in Microsoft was
possible in the United States, not in India.” Yet another advantage that emerges from the
difference in the education systems is that merit and hard work is seen to be rewarded in
the U.S. Echoing this sentiment, Ayesha said, “I felt that freedom, that power that if I am
not doing anything wrong, then nobody can do anything to me. So that kind of also gave
me the voice” and that “I felt empowered as a student in the United States.” She
explained that she found her voice and agency even while “being a person not from this
country” through the academic processes. She further said, “I can still make appeals. I
can still go and talk to the official. I can still suggest. My words have the worth.” Giving
an example of this, Ayesha shared how she was able to advocate for herself and negotiate
the waiving off the on-campus housing contract cancellation fee. Speaking about the
episode, she said:
That is why I said, I felt like I had power in my voice because I went to the
authorities, even though it was not part of the protocol, but when I gave them my
reasons, they were able to give me my money back. That is why I said, I felt like
my words had value.
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For Ayesha, finding her voice in the community allowed her to take on leadership
positions and helping other students transition. She explained that:
I saw myself going above and beyond for Indian parents who were concerned for
their daughters who came here to see off their daughters, but still concerned to let
go of their hand. So, I was able to talk to them, I was able to console them.
This sense of solidarity stemmed from her own struggles which she shared by
saying, “I've seen that struggle of staying off campus and then not having food to cook
and then still just keep hustling and then cooking it for that night or planning for that
week.”
Renewed Independence and Responsibility. Addressing how coming to the
U.S. has also meant that she has become financially independent to a certain extent,
Ayesha said, “I'm very happy that things worked out the way that they have because I
managed to live in the United States without using much financial resources and…. I
managed to earn money and pay for my own bills.” Sharing how she has strategically
planned and save to be able to buy her own car, Ayesha shared, “I'm now able to do a lot
more things that I had dreamed of in India like buying my own car or buying new phones
every year because (the university) has made it very convenient for students to have
that.” For Ayesha, financial responsibility translated into the ability to not only be able to
pay her own bills but also “at some later stage, support my family and other friends who
are here.” Explaining this further, she shared, “my plan is to collect funds for my master’s
and for my brother’s master’s also … who is eventually going to come to the United
States as well. He is a two-year younger brother than me.”

124
Indians are Smart. Ayesha also noticed that in the U.S., Indians were credited
for being successful and intelligent. Their intelligence was generally acknowledged in the
fields of technology and science. Even within the academic setting, this perception was
furthered by others around her which made her think that the reputation of Indians
preceded her and benefited her indirectly. Sharing “in the IT industry Indians are seen as
smart people”, Ayesha opened up about her own experience of this perception by adding,
“if it's Math or science, they would perceive me as the one who would know the
answers.” According to her, Indians were “presumed to be more smart or really good at
math and especially in my industry .... looking at the overall industry in the United States,
the leading companies are led by Indians.” Another aspect of this theme was her
experience that “we are perceived as problem solvers.” Ayesha made this observation
based on her own experience as a Teaching Assistant (TA) wherein she noticed the
difference between herself and other domestic TAs. Explaining how this manifested, she
said:
I explain to them in a better way, or in a more elaborated way whereas as they
spend more time explaining the problem to another American. American students
need more time to get the context of the problem. Hence, those students who are
seeking out for help, they would presume me to already have the context and they
would come and speak to me.
Living On-Campus. While Ayesha did not live on-campus to save money,
Ayesha was of the opinion that “anyone who wants to make American friends or blend
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all the cultures from the very first semester, enjoy the campus life and who .... if they are
coming in spring, then they should definitely live on campus.”
Experience of Acculturative Stressors and Emergent Coping Strategies
Language and Accent. When it came to Ayesha, coping through copying the
American accent was a choice that she made and overcame her shame. Explaining how
she overcame a mentality that was judgmental of those who changed their accents,
Ayesha said, “it is ok to alter your accent according to the listener, because there are
Indian students who come with a mentality that if you fake an accent then it's not a good
thing, you are losing your originality.” What was more important for Ayesha was that she
was understood, and she said, “it depends on the listener and you should convey it in a
way that the listener gets it not what other people who are not even part of the
conversation will think about you.” This pointe to how some students did not see an
effort at trying to be understood as something undesirable.
Ayesha also felt that others had some difficulty understanding her and she shared,
“there were many instances when I went to meetings and I had to repeat twice or thrice.”
What was more baffling to her was that seemingly simple sentences ideas were not
picked up by Americans such that it confused her. Explaining how it unfolds, Ayesha
elaborated, “even though they know what I am saying … there were times when I said,
something, and they asked me to repeat it twice and then they repeated it and then they
said, ....is it what you are saying?” She also voiced her own confusion, inner dialogue,
and self-doubt when she said, “what can be so wrong with my accent? .... because the
same thing when I hang out with my friends, they totally understand it.” She decided that
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she had to adopt a method wherein she was very clear and even spelled out some words
in the manner of “T for Tom, A for Adams, I for ice-cream.” When it came to meeting
with advisors and other faculty, she found it helpful to send out her discussion points in
an email prior to the meeting. Explaining that approach she said, “that also taught me to
be very organized in a professional setting … whatever I have to bring up, I already have
that written down in an email.”
Food. For Ayesha food emerged as an acculturative stressor as well. Ayesha
shared how she was required to change her diet owing to her perception that everything
was more expensive, and food also cost so much more. Sharing her experience, she
shared that finding a job on campus helped her and said, “before that I used to count
every penny. I would not buy food because that was too expensive and because I have
taken so many credits. It was really hard for me to cook food since I never ate.” At the
same time, the demands of a busy academic life and needing to cook healthy put an
excessive demand on her which also clashed with her lifestyle in India. Explaining how
she had to sacrifice the habit of eating freshly cooked food, she shared, “I never ate any
food that was kept for 24 hours long back in India, but here I had to prepare food and
store it and plan for the whole week.” Ayesha also revealed how it had been a struggle for
her to live off-campus and not have ready to eat food in the dining halls. This meant that
one had to spend time cooking when one was really hungry. Sharing this difficult
experience, she said, “I've seen that struggle of staying off campus and then not having
food to cook and then still just keep hustling and then cooking it for that night or
planning for that week.”

127
Ayesha explained how cooking for herself meant preparing the same items over
and over again. Detailing it out, she shared:
When I live here, I cannot really make a lot of variety of food. I just make one dal
(lentil soup) or chawal (rice) or one sabji (vegetable curry) and chapati
(flatbread), just one thing in a meal. So, when I went back, I saw the whole thali
… I got so overwhelmed that I could not eat. So, I asked her to take out
everything, just give me two things. So, she was hurt, realizing that now I
cannot even eat one thali (serving on a platter) because I have not been eating it
all this while.
Ayesha also shared how this became a point of grief for her family with her mother
worrying in India about Ayesha’s health in the U.S. Ayesha shared her mother’s concerns
as:
I never imagined my daughter would be wiping out people's tables. I never
imagined. She would be only eating dal-chawal (rice-lentils) all the time. All the
time and imagine that she would not have time to cook for herself. If I were there,
I would do it all for her. But yeah, she has seen that struggle.
This demonstrated how food becomes not only an issue of concern for Indian
international students in the U.S. but also bothers their families back in India who often
wonder and worry about whether their children are able to find nutritious food to eat in
the U.S. and hence remain in good health.
Financial. One of the main challenges that Indian international students face is
that of their educational journey in the U.S. being defined by the enormity of the financial
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investment made by their families in their educational programs in the U.S. Reminiscing
about the gravity of this investment and how it all started for her, Ayesha shared:
I asked my dad, “Okay, dad. Are you ready to take a loan for me to send me to the
United States so that I can get my undergraduate degree and then quickly earn a
lot and pay back?” So, the first thing that he did was he laughed, and he said, that
“Keep your feet on the floor, don't fly. It's not possible at all.”
Explaining how she dealt with the financial pressure, Ayesha maintained that her focus
was clear from the beginning and said, “I was not at all looking to live a lavish life or go
out to party because my sole purpose was to get education.” She was motivated to ensure
that her parents’ investments are not wasted and shared, “my father should get all the
money and time that he has invested since when I was a little girl till date … that should
be paid back with a good amount of interest to them. That's what my aim was!” Ayesha
shared how money can be a limiting agent for international students from India and can
also affect their ability to live in certain cities in the U.S. Addressing this issue, Ayesha
shared:
If I were in Chicago or some other city, I know it would have been impossible and
I would not be able to bear those financial burdens. But here I was able to do the
job, bear my own expenses and just get through months … just pay the rent and
that is all.
Yet another way in which Indian international students find their acculturation to
be affected by economic constraints is through the realization that everything is more
expensive in the U.S. as compared to India. Speaking of her first few months in the U.S.,
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Ayesha shared, “that time my mentality of converting INR (Indian Rupees) to Dollars
was .... I was hesitant to spend in dollars that time because I did not have a source of
income here.” Giving an example of groceries and how expensive it felt, Ayesha said,
“even if I would get groceries for $50 it's like $50 in two weeks only .... so that used to
freak me out.” Talking about how it affected her basic lifestyle, Ayesha said, “I used to
count every penny. I would not buy food because that was too expensive and because I
had taken so many credits. It was really hard for me to cook food.” Ayesha also realized
that living in an on-campus residence hall would be more expensive than living offcampus and decided to cancel her contract. She said that she realized, “I'll be spending a
lot on living on campus and paying a lot and then not getting what I really want.”
Reflective of the ways in which Indian international students tend to cope with
this financial burden, Ayesha explained that she engaged her skills at jugaad, a colloquial
term for creative ways to remain economical. Elaborating on it, she said, “I used to do
jugaad - Find some ways to spend less money, get the most out of everything. So that
made me explore a lot of opportunities on campus for that.” Illustrating this coping
strategy further, Ayesha said:
So, for example, free food at a conference, I will go to it. Free food at a meet, I
will go to it. That is how I connected to so many people. I met many people and
later it became like I wanted to see those people and in addition, I am also getting
the food.
Ayesha also resorted to understanding some more financial hacks to maximize her
financial support. Giving an example, she shared the advice:
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As soon as you come here get a credit card. Show your scholarship as your
income as well as your paycheck as income and then do not spend anything from
your debit card. Please use your credit card so that it revolves, and you build a
credit score and then they will increase the limits for you. So, by the time you get
to the third year of your college you have enough credit limit.
Ayesha then went on to explain how this increased credit limit was then leveraged by her
to act as a loan with very low annual percentage rate (APR). She revealed, “the university
charges only 3% on credit cards. So basically, it's a loan for 3% APR.” Her confidence
for this jugaad emerged from her understanding that “as soon as you get a job, you get an
internship outside of university, which is well paying, then you immediately pay back
your credit card.” Showing how being resourceful can be a strength in the U.S. Ayesha
said, “United States doesn't mean that you will have empty pockets. In the end, you have
to work your ways and find ways and do things.”
Ayesha also shared that she had to take up a campus job to support herself and
said, “I also started working as a table person in a residential dining hall, which was
something that I never imagined that I would do.” Sharing how much it mattered where
she worked, she explained that:
In India, the notion of doing cleaning work is degraded so it was harsh form my
mom to accept that her daughter has gone so far to clean tables of other students.
Also, given that I am vegetarian, I was also picking up meat pieces from the table.
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Ayesha was troubled by this and therefore resolved to find a job that was closer to her
field of study, Computer Science, and found a job as an IT technician.
Educational. Oftentimes, the American education system can look very different
for Indian international students. This sentiment was expressed by Ayesha who shared,
“academically, there was nobody to guide. As there are seniors in India, there were no
seniors here to guide us what to do, what not to do. As an Indian student, which
professors are good.” Ayesha resolved this situation by becoming open to asking “a lot of
questions” to others around her, mostly other American students. After all this time,
Ayesha has now become a resource for other undergraduate Indian international students.
Sharing how this has now developed into a network of knowledge, Ayesha explained:
After hearing stories from many of those students, it becomes like a supporting
web. I know something, you know something, let us help out each other because
here everyone needs that guidance, but nobody knows who to ask or who to even
guide … I kind of managed to create that web here that lifts each other … if
anyone comes up to me, I guide them.
One other challenge related to their educational experience was understanding
plagiarism and conforming to the academic integrity standards in the U.S. Sharing how in
her experience “in India, one student does the assignment then everyone copies it”,
Ayesha realized that she could not do the same here. Speaking of how this issue is a
common challenge for many Indian students, she said, “I have seen almost all Indian
students … go through this plagiarism incident once in the first semester.” Over time,
Ayesha realized that “I cannot progress in it. I cannot keep procrastinating. There is no
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one who is going to send me their assignment. So, that struggle made me more
independent and it kind of made me more confident as well.” Another thing that Ayesha
did was to “somehow increase the notion of accountability and credibility within myself.”
Developing Friendships. Ayesha too shared that she has not made a lot of Indian
friends and she alluded to a lack of connection with others as a reason. Echoing this
sentiment, she shared, “I actually asked this question to myself too, why I am not friends
with a lot of Indian people?” Developing friendships can be challenging for Indian
international students, especially when it comes to American domestic students. Saying
how it gets easier when American students approach her first, she shared her experience
of a time when she was complimented for her dress. Ayesha shared, “that completely
changed my mood, compliments can literally change people's day.” For Ayesha, there
was a difference in the way she looked at her relationship with American domestic
students. Explaining how this difference plays out, she said, “I have friends who I have
that close support system, who I can rely on because now American friends are friends
who I laugh with and Indian friends are friends who I cry with.”
Harsh Winters. Speaking about winters, Ayesha described it as one of the major
early challenges since she arrived for the Spring semester. With most of India generally
not receiving any snowfall, many Indian international students who come to the U.S.
Midwest experience snow for the very first time in their lives. This means that they do
not know how dressing for the snow is even though they might have encountered winters
in India. Reflecting this trend, Ayesha said, “weather was a challenge because I came in
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winter and I remember I did not have proper sweaters.” This further got exacerbated
when Ayesha had to step out to attend classes or go grocery shopping.
Lack of Support. Ayesha felt the lack of support during her time in the U.S. and
decided that she wanted to gather more support for herself. This is when she started
leaning on other Indian international students for support who she said, “also came from
similar backgrounds have similar stories and they had the same struggles” and, “were
able to stick together and we three were able to help each other.” Having received
assistance from other Indian students and the Indian Student Association (ISA) in
particular, Ayesha also resolved to be of more help to other Indian international students
like her in the U.S. With that intention, she joined ISA at her university and eventually
was elected as an officer and became a resource for others in the community.
Yet another group that Indian international students turn to is academic advisors
and faculty. Ayesha revealed that since there were not many Indian undergraduate
students who she could rely upon, she realized that it was “very important for any student
to make good relations with their advisor.” Explaining how she benefited from their
guidance, Ayesha shared:
Because even when you talk out of academics to your advisor, they give you very
honest and very helpful advice. They even connect you to important people. So,
when you come to the United States. Communication. Communication.
Communication. If you do not know what to do, go out and ask.
At the same time, Ayesha also revealed that lack of effort on the part of faculty and
advisory can have a negative impact on the students. She said:
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Not attempting to pronounce your name rightly … or just assuming that is your
name and even if you correct, they are not making an attempt to learn. That is
when we feel like they are kind of arrogant or like they are not taking that one
step of connecting … actually having a conversation.
Learning to Adapt. For Ayesha learning to adapt meant focusing on doing well
in the U.S. Sharing how she partnered with other Indian international students who were
as focused on doing well, Ayesha said, “living with people who share the same goal and
same insights as you is the takeaway here.” She utilized the support from her friends to
maintain her focus in the U.S. and explained, “I made my environment work for me not
fighting against the environment and keeping myself oriented … because of my friends.”
The gap between expectations and reality was in Ayesha’s experience, especially when it
came to her understanding of how she would find academic support from other Indian
international students in the U.S. Elaborating on this, she said, “I was under the
impression when I came here that I’ll choose one or two seniors who will help me
throughout.” She realized how there was no cohort system and students generally picked
varying sets of course electives which made seeking help from others difficult.
Racism and Discrimination. Ayesha shared that she faced racism in many ways
which ranged from outright racist and discriminatory experiences to times when it was
subtle. She shared that there are times when people tend to ask questions that verge on
the edge of racism or reek of misplaced curiosity. Explaining how she feels when
confronted with such questions, Ayesha shared that:
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I just feel like if they are just not aware and they are not even ready to go out and
explore, then why should I feed their curiosity. If they did not make an attempt to
find it on their own in the first place., … I would reply in sarcasm … because if
you are actually curious, then you would go out and Google, you wouldn't stop
people on the street and ask.
One theme that came to the fore was the perception regarding racism and
discrimination against people of color in the U.S. Sharing how her parents were initially
adamant not to let her study in the U.S. owing to this issue, Ayesha explained that her
father said, “do whatever you want to do, but I'm not sending you to the United States,
because we have heard that they are racist and they do all bad stuff to us brown people.”
Relating an incident that illustrates this fear, she shared, “Once I was going to an Indian
store with my friends and somebody threw eggs on us and said, go back to your country!”
Relating how she felt, Ayesha opened up and said, “so that actually made us feel like shit
… I'm like, we are garbage or something!” She further explained how real racism gets
when personally experienced, Ayesha said:
Listening to the stories, that is a different thing, but then experiencing that
physically is something else even though you can say that those people who threw
it at you are garbage or they are the one with a narrow mentality and whatever.
But then they are not the only ones. There are many people … and that is why this
subject of racism is so prominent still.
Her concern for her safety emerged when she shared, “if someone can throw eggs, then
people can also throw something else, even if they're not being racial.” Sharing how she

136
thought about the aftermath of an adversarial situation, she asked, “if someone does, then
what are the chances they will get caught, and what are the chances, they will get away
with it?” Revealing how she processed the event and her relationship to that episode after
all this time, Ayesha said, “but now we make fun of it” and explained that she did not see
all people as racist by adding “that's one thing I didn't translate on others as well.”
Elaborating on that theme, Ayesha shared an incident where her friend was
“almost looted, threatened on gunpoint!” Describing how she reacted to that situation,
Ayesha said, “after that incident, whenever we would go from my apartment to campus
or come back, we would always come from (street) where it's busy or there are cameras,
we would not take the alleys.”
Homesickness. Having left home, Ayesha was missing many aspects of her life in
India. Addressing what other aspects of the American experience made her miss home
when she first arrived here in the U.S., Ayesha said, “almost everything, because I left
my friends behind. So, there was nobody who I could emotionally connect with
immediately.” Even if she could connect with her family and friends over the phone, she
found that “I could only express myself to an extent.” What made things worse for her
was that there is a huge difference in the time zones of India and the U.S. Explaining this,
she said, “the biggest enemy was the time difference it is exactly the opposite and even in
daylight saving time, the net difference is half an hour. So, it gets really hectic with my
20 hours job and then all the classes.”
Another aspect of her homesickness manifests in the form of her not being able to
devote ample time to guiding her younger brother in India which she was used to doing
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while in India. Sharing her feelings about not being at home to shoulder the responsibility
of supporting her family, Ayesha said, “somewhere I felt guilty about coming here and
leaving him behind. I was finding it hard to let go of that responsibility and then move
here. That was a very big thing that bothered me for a while.” Ayesha shared that she was
used to being in the center of family issues and problems. Sharing how that changed after
coming here, Ayesha said, “I would be the one who will be solving it. But then after
coming here, I am getting to know it, after everything has been done. So, at first that kind
of made me feel like maybe I'm getting distant from my family.” Ayesha shared that she
eventually decided to sit down with her family and discuss what it is that they could share
with her and what they could hide from her which made her feel better. Demonstrating
how she understood their intent of protecting her from unnecessary anxiety, she said,
“even I understood that they don't want me bothered to I'm sat with them, talk to them
and we decided this mutual thing of .... to what extent should they hide things from me.”
Ayesha also witnessed how there are no vacations in the U.S. which coincide with
Indian religious festivals. Giving an example of one such occasion, she spoke about the
Indian festival of Raksha Bandhan wherein sisters tie a sacred thread around the wrist of
their brothers as a mark of protection and blessings, she said:
I have a brother. I am very close to him. First ever Rakhi away from home and
that feeling hit me so hard and then I was indulged into assignments. I also did not
have any vacation of any sort, not a day off .... I could not take that .... that hit me
very hard. I used to cry a lot and that day I decided, I am not going to settle in the
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USA permanently. I am going to gain my experience and go back to my country
where I have .... I am very connected to the Indian traditional roots.
Thus, the idea that her roots are in India were also revealed by Ayesha while describing
her experience of homesickness. Ayesha overcome this feeling of homesickness by
hosting celebrations of Indian festivals and inviting other Indian international students to
celebrate with her. This resulted in her becoming connected with others while being able
to celebrate an important aspect of her culture and religion here in the U.S. Sharing more
about this, she said, “Yeah, I was home homesick for very long time, but then I started
doing what I used to do back at home, and I started providing that feeling to others who
may have missed that.”
Practicing One’s Faith. Ayesha felt that a huge part of the Indian customs and
traditions were not part of her life when she first arrived here. Giving one example,
Ayesha spoke about how the celebration of festivals in a certain way can only happen in
India. Elaborating on this, she said, “worshipping and standing on ghats (banks of a river)
and watching everyone worshiping … those ghanti (temple bells) and all … its different I
just cannot get that here. I'm very emotionally and spiritually connected to that
experience.” Ayesha also realized that she missed celebrating Indian festivals and the part
of her culture around these festivals that she grew up celebrating while in India. This
disturbed her much and she looked for ways to alleviate this lack of celebration that she
felt. Sharing this feeling she said, “It all just felt very miserable.” Eventually, Ayesha
decided to start celebrating the festivals with others in the community and hosting it
herself. Though she did not receive much support initially, she said, “I decided that if
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nobody was doing it, I am going to do it.” Over time, these celebrations became
immensely popular within the Indian international student community and her
celebrations became a place for many others to feel closer to their culture. Speaking of
one of the celebrations, she said, “that day, all the people who have been living here for
four to five years came to me and said, it was the first time that they felt like home in the
United States.” This episode showcased how much being able to share and partake in the
Indian culture and customs related to Indian festivals meant for these students.
Lack of Sense of Belonging. Many Indian international students tend to feel like
they are missing a sense of belonging here in the U.S. which then becomes an
acculturative stressor. Sharing her experience of a lack of sense of belonging, Ayesha
said:
I was suppressing my emotion and by the end of my first semester, I ended up
taking counseling. I was very homesick, and I talked to the counselor and the
counselor suggested that I take walks to the campus to meet new people and I did
that. But then again, that sense of belonging was not there.
This showcases how Indian international students can feel neglected and unable to cope
with their life here in the U.S. when they experience a lack of sense of belonging and
support from others around them. In Ayesha’s case, she was willing to seek support by
approaching a mental health counselor. Yet, she did not feel like she was able to connect
with others around her making her feel isolated within the community when she first
arrived here. Ayesha also reflected on how she missed her people back home and shared
that “My roots are engraved in India. I'm very, very connected to the Indian tradition.”
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Mental Health Challenges. Ayesha faced many challenges after arriving here in
the U.S. and decided to seek professional mental health support. This was because
Ayesha realized that when it came to mental health issues, she could not fully bank on
her friends and family to understand her challenges. Ayesha decided to be frank with her
family and shared her intention of seeking professional help. Sharing this episode, she
said:
I have been very transparent, and I told them that I am missing everyone, and you
cannot be on call 24 x 7. So, I will just try counseling .... maybe see how it helps
me and they will understand. So even my parents were like, whatever you think
can help you will also help us.
Thus, even though she did not find the expertise to deal with mental health issues within
her family, she found the support to approach mental health professionals.
Speaking about her friends in India, Ayesha said, “it's like alien for them, they do
not understand what it is. For small things also you can seek out help.” Speaking about
the attitude of her friends, she said that they rely mostly on developing greater resilience
to challenges than seeking out support for mental health challenges. Explaining this she
said:
They will look at the bright side always. I am so strong. I do not need counseling
health. I have done it before, I can still do it on my own. I can deal with it on my
own since I have done it in the past.
Developing this theme further, Ayesha also shared that there is a certain reluctance when
it comes to seeking professional help for mental health issues within her friend circle. She
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qualified this by saying, “right now I have majority of my friends would be hesitant to go
out and seek counseling or even they’ll not be so open about understanding the reason
behind anyone seeking help.” Ayesha attributed this reluctance to an unwillingness to
acknowledge that they were feeling certain emotions and hold the mindset that “I cannot
feel emotions like this.” This sentiment was shared by most of her friends in the U.S. as
well with many “having that stigma and stereotype about counseling.” What helped
alleviate that stigma and normalize the counseling process for Ayesha was the
university’s efforts to normalize help seeking behavior by advertising the services of the
Counseling Center as a place that students could seek assistance for an entire range of
issues and not only mental health problems. Thus, “then when one day my emotions
came on surface and I had no one to talk to, I decided to talk to the counselor”, shared
Ayesha. Ayesha attributed, “making this sound very approachable, very relatable made
the difference.” Offering an advice, Ayesha said, that the university must continue to
make efforts to “relate it to everyday life of the student. Then they'll keep you in mind.”
Immigration Rules and Regulations. Sharing her experience of the immigration
procedures and visa related rules and regulations, Ayesha shared that it was very
cumbersome and did not make her feel that she was not wanted in the U.S. Ayesha
explained this further and added:
I do not feel good about it and that is something that puts me off track because
just to get that work authorization, just to work, I have to go through so much
paperwork and then strictly maintain my visa status. Not that it is very difficult.
But then, just the process. Every time it is kind of poking and making me realize
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that I am an outsider, that is why I have to do it. I am an alien resident like that ....
Today I called USCIS, and they were like, ‘what’s your alien identification
number?’ and I had this joke on my mind .... I would have said, that ‘Oh, I'm from
the earth. I'm not an alien’.
Ayesha was also quick to point out that the paperwork was only one part of the
issue. However cumbersome and unwelcome, it was not as drastic as the feeling that she
could be sent back to India if something were to go wrong. Sharing her sentiment, she
said, “In India also we have lot of paperwork, but then here, there's that talwar (sword)
hanging that you can be sent back to your country.” Ayesha felt the pressure of the
situation, especially owing to the immigration regulations emerging from the COVID-19
pandemic that led to a paucity of jobs. Ayesha explained:
I have hit my lows twice, three times this year thinking about getting a job or
finding a job. I went off to my advisor and I told him that I do not want to
graduate now because I do not know how the job market is because of COVID
and that I definitely want to extend my graduation to May, honestly because I did
not think I would get a job.
Eventually, Ayesha managed to secure a job offer which helped her alleviating some of
her anxiety.
Lack of Mobility. Citing lack of mobility as a problem, Ayesha shed light on
how this affected her lifestyle and how she had to make changes to adapt to the situation.
She said:
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I never ate any food that was kept for 24 hours long back in India, but here I had
to prepare food and store it and plan for the whole week. I also did not have a car.
So, I had to find people who were friends with people who had a car. That
struggle really made me really see what it is to be in the US.
This issue became even more challenging for her in the winters and explaining how she
found a solution, Ayesha said, “I decided to research grocery delivery services and found
that Walmart grocery delivers it for free for a year if you take the $98 subscription. So, I
spread that out among four of my friends' apartments.” This she explained, “became very
affordable for all of us, and we are able to have our groceries at home without having to
go to the store, which is also a convenience here in the United States.”
Meaning of the Current Study
For Ayesha, this study was an opportunity to share her experience which she
emphasized by saying, “that’s also one of the reasons I immediately said, yes for this
interview as well because it's kind of related to that experience. I am passionate about
talking about my experience in the United States.”
Nancy’s Experience of Acculturation
Nancy is a 21-year-old senior at a R1-level research university in the U.S.
Midwest. She has been in the U.S. since January 2018 and has garnered many
experiences as a student that has helped her emerge as a campus leader. She finds herself
being a part of many initiatives aimed at supporting international students within her
institution. Nancy is originally from the city of Ahmedabad in the state of Gujarat in
India and is proficient in Hindi and Gujarati apart from English.
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A Journey of Self-Discovery
Meaning of Yātrā. For Nancy, her Yātrā was a multidimensional experience that
not only encompassed her physical journey from her homeland in India to India.
Thinking about her Yātrā and how it affected her, Nancy shared that “my physical Yātrā
was tough, but my mental Yātrā was easier.” Explaining why this was the case, and
revealing her mental processing of her Yātrā, Nancy said, that:
I am very clear in my mind. If I want something, I will get it and if I do not want
anything, I will be like … No, this is not my thing … So, I am not going to try.
So, I feel that mentality helped me a lot with mental ease because I know what is
right for me, what is wrong for me and if I know something is good for me, I will
try my hundred percent to get that done.
Reflecting on how she perceived her physical Yātrā to be, Nancy revealed that she started
off as a nervous 18-year-old person who now found themselves in the middle of a
different culture. She explained this by saying, “my physical Yātrā, as everybody has
stress, I was also stressed because when I came here, I was 18 and it was a very tender
age, obviously.” At the same time, she realized that this sojourn is not only physical and
mental but more than that. Sharing this experience, Nancy said, “overall it's not just
physical. It is not just mental, because everything changes day by day. You can see those
changes in yourself.” Summing up her experience of her Yātrā, Nancy shared, “I feel
Yātrā is your overall personality development … changes as you go through all of this
process.”
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Investigation the Meaning of the Indian Culture. After coming to the U.S.
Nancy had ample opportunity to examine the meaning of the Indian culture and how she
identified with it in the U.S. Nancy also found opportunities to examine her own
understanding of her heritage culture and come to an understanding about what aspects of
her culture she wanted to consciously hold on to or willingly leave behind. Nancy shared
how she has been a vegetarian all her life and how other Indian international students in
the U.S. have egged her to start eating meat. Nancy was not willing to do that and felt
like she was being judged by her peers. Sharing her perception about them, she revealed
her resolve to hold on to her culture and said, “all who started eating meat after coming
here, they think that they're cool and people who haven't started, they are still old
school.” Nancy revealed that she had the skill to not succumb to the pressure and said:
I never feel pressurized because people try to tell you in a slang like just to hurt
you. But I am like smart enough to pull that over and be like … Okay, whatever. I
never forced you to eat meat. You started it. So, you have no choice right to tell
me that you should do this, you should not do that.
Similarly, Nancy shared how she did not try to “fit in” with what she perceived as
the culture of the U.S. when it came to what clothes she wore. She explained her thought
process by sharing:
I am fine with wearing jeans and t-shirts and stuff but wearing a small skirt is not
my thing at all. I mean, I can wear it for some time, but I do not feel myself. So,
initially you can imitate people. But then, day by day. I feel like it is more of like
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a maturation process, which makes me understand that that is not something that
you really want in life.
Nancy revealed that it was important for her to honor herself and be comfortable with
who she was instead of trying to be someone else. Shedding light on how she values her
own culture and her own identity, Nancy said:
See, even if I dress up in a different way, people will still look at me as an Indian
girl because I cannot change my face through plastic surgery! So why should not I
just preserve my culture, why should not I just be myself whom I love!
Giving another example of how she realized that the Indian culture values respecting
elders which sometimes results in her feeling inauthentic with certain individuals. She
was able to contrast this with her observation that American culture was more open and
franker. At the same time, she did not want to discard this aspect of the Indian culture in
favor of the American standards. Finding the middle ground, she observed:
So, it is good, in a way, but it is not good in a way because we are more of a
harmonious culture where we respect and love everybody, but I like their values
as well. Show what is inside, not just portray something, who you are not.
Understanding the Meaning of the American Culture. Arriving here in the
U.S., Nancy realized that there were aspects of the U.S. culture that she was not aware of
and previously exposed to. Speaking about how she sees some aspects of the U.S. culture
alluring and some others as odd, Nancy said, “their culture is very nice at some things,
but there are some things which are best in India and they should learn from us, for sure.”
Nancy also observed the nature of relationships in the U.S. and reflected, “here
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relationships are shallower and as I said, it's honest too. I took the perspective of the
relationships that I need to be more honest with my relationships, but I do not like the
American culture’s shallowness of relationships.” Noticing the transient nature of
relationships, especially at her age level, Nancy shared, “I don't admire that at all. I think
still that relationships should be made to be for the long run, not just for a couple days.”
She feels like people must be honest with herself and to this she said:
You should ask yourself if I want this for the long term. If your answer is yes,
then go for it, there is no problem with it. But do not get into a shallow
relationship, you should really be honest with yourself, honestly.
Nancy noticed that she was able to dress differently here in the U.S. as she felt
there was less societal pressure and judgement when it came to wearing dresses. Sharing
her perception, she said, “they're more open, they don't judge you, and they don't look in
a different way, or a weird way. So, you feel more comfortable wearing those dresses and
I always wanted to wear those dresses.” Another aspect that Nancy admired about the
American culture as she saw it was how many people are conscious of their health.
Speaking to this, she said, “I really like how they are very conscious about their eating
habits. I really like it. I admire it and I also try to incorporate in my life.” Observing the
difference between older females in India and in the U.S. Nancy said, “if you see a
female of 80 here, she's still so confident and she's still having a lot of high self-esteem
and it's all because of exercise and putting conscious effort into your personality, into
your looks.”
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Who am I? Having arrived in the U.S., Nancy noticed changes within herself that
led her to question her idea of who she was. Explaining this Nancy said:
One of the examples was I was shocked how much change living alone can make
into yourself. As I said, I was very talkative. I go and call every single people,
even if I do not know him. I will say hello. That was me. But when I went back to
my country last summer, I was actually scared of people. Can you believe it is the
same Nancy!
While this has been her personal observation, Nancy has also noticed that this change
was also noticed by her parents when she went back home, and they felt that she had
become more mature and was able to perceive situations holistically. This led to them
approaching her for her inputs on family matters and what Nancy perceived as important
family decisions. Nancy shared more on why this could be occurring and said, “I feel
they think that I'm smart enough to deal with those situations and even my talk and the
way I explain to them why I think this is a right way or wrong way is actually helping
them.”
Seeing Race Differently. When it came to her identity, Nancy did not fully
identify with the racial labels that were predefined for her in the U.S. Nancy revealed that
she did not see herself as a “brown” person nor did she feel that others saw her that way
which led to her seeing her racial identity differently. Explaining this, Nancy said, “I
have never heard people saying that … you are from brown race. It's more of like …
Asian community and once here, my type is non-English speaker.” Nancy also said that
she did not identify as a “person of color” and said, “I've never had that experience which
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made me think that way.” Nancy thought that she was generally clubbed with the Asians
as she was from India. Hinting at the idea that race and hence racism is not central idea in
public discourse in India, Nancy said, “I think that we fit in within the “Asian”
community. I can be wrong because it has just been three years … because when you are
in India, everybody is equal. There are no talks like this.” Additionally, Nancy also
revealed that “we all come in the Asian community. So, they see us and Chinese people
as non-English speakers. There is no different distinction of us as brown people.” Her
perception and observation were found to be in line with how even researchers have
generally tended to group many different racial categories under the very broad
geographical category of “Asian” within the literature.
Experience of the Merits of Living in the U.S.
Difference in the Education Systems. When it came to the education systems,
Nancy noticed that there were differences between the systems that affected her. Nancy
found herself to be working less on her academics in the U.S. as compared to what she
did in India. She said, “I am lazier to write down things. Initially I used to write down ....
whole notebooks and notebooks .... write it down and learn and things. But right now, I
use one notebook for one year. Can you believe that?” Revealing how easy it has become
for her over time, Nancy said, “I'm not even that hard working as I used to because I
don’t need to put in that much .... because over here you get participation points and then
you get clicker points.” For Nancy, the American system felt easier because of her
understanding that the Indian education system prepared her for the American system
through its culture of getting students to work hard. Nancy shared, “I think my hard-
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workingness … was already in-built in me. A lot of people struggle to sit at one place and
study for four hours and for me, it was just a piece of cake.” Nancy brought to my
attention another aspect of the Indian education system which was the annual scheme of
examinations. Nancy said that “you have to remember for the whole year whatever you
have studied and there'll be a final exam which contributes to your grade and there'll be
no points for homework, no point for coming to class.”
Another important aspect of the American higher education as experienced by
these undergraduate Indian international students was the prevalence of academic
resources in the form of academic support centers and study centers. Explaining that
these resource centers are particularly helpful if students tend to be struggling, Nancy
shared, “there are tutors overall tutors for all the courses and they're well trained, and you
go and ask them questions … Writing Center is good because a lot of international
students struggle with that .... writing.” Explaining how there is a variance between
spoken skills and writing academically, Nancy shared:
Even if I speak well when I have to write down a paper of .... 10-12 pages, I am
like where to start. I do not know. So that is a great help. At least if somebody just
tells me where to start, I can complete that task. But my question is, where do I
start?
Renewed Independence and Responsibility. Indian international students
discover a new sense of independence and responsibility here in the U.S. that arises out
of their acculturation. For Nancy, this financial independence was also important which
she explained by saying, “My parents never forced me to work. I would say I really like
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to be independent for sure!” She explained her restrictions by giving an example and
said, “If I want to get a dress which is hundred dollars, I cannot get it because I'm taking
money from my parents and they're already paying my fees and so many things that they
are doing for me.” She revealed that her financial independence comes from knowing that
she can control her own life through working whenever she could. In support of this, she
said, “I will be feeling hesitant to get that hundred-dollar dress. But if it is my money. I
will be .... Okay, I'll stand for 10 more hours and I'll get a hundred dollars.”
Indians are Smart. Oftentimes, Indian international students are aware of the
reputation of the Indians as smart preceding them. While Nancy did not elaborate on this
dimension of her experience of the merits of living in the U.S., she also carried the
perception that Indians as smart. She inherently seemed to attribute the idea of smartness
to Indians based on her own experience and how she saw other Indian international
students around her and said, “I would say mostly Indian people are smart honestly. They
know how to deal with people.”
Living On-Campus. For Nancy, living on-campus was also a positive experience
and networking and making friends seemed to have become so much easier.
Encapsulating her experience, Nancy said, “I was blessed enough to have at least six
months of on-campus living experience and which was great that allowed me to make all
the new friends. These three best friends of mine are from day one I got them.” At the
same time, she revealed that she had to choose this more expensive on-campus living
experience as she was still 18 years old when she arrived and had to be at least 19 years
old before she could be approved to live off-campus. Yet, for Nancy, living on-campus
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meant so much more when she shared, “living on campus is really good and it's a fun
experience. Honestly, because you feel that you are still into that university culture.” She
explained how the college environment was reassuring by saying:
When you see out of the window of your dorm, you will see students struggling
with homework and talking and playing. It makes you feel good and be like …
Oh, I am also like them. So, I will be fine. You can start comparing yourself to
your generation.
Nancy was also willing to endorse the idea of making on-campus living experience
mandatory for all international students and said:
I would definitely try to have students for at least four months. I would definitely
say it's worth doing, even though it's scary. At times, because you have to match
with a roommate, which you never know. But that is the part of learning, that is
how you know how people are. People are not just your type. They are different
people.
Experience of Acculturative Stressors and Emergent Coping Strategies
Language and Accent. While Indian undergraduate students may struggle to be
understood by others in the U.S., they also face situations, especially within the academic
settings, wherein they may fail to understand or follow what others might be saying.
Nancy shared an instance when she was unable to follow the instructions of an instructor
and said:
I was not able to understand what this professor was talking about. He speaks so
fast, so fast that I am catching the first line and he is on the tenth line and I always
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get lost. All of my energy all just would disappear in the first 20 minutes .... So
that made me more negative towards that course … Oh my goodness, what is
going on! I do not understand this. This is a shitty class! … I had that negative
mindset that I am going to do shit in this class and that is why I was pouring that
negativity into me.
While recalling this stressful experience, Nancy also took time to share how she coped
with this situation by reaching out to the instructor and asking for support. She said, “he
helped me, and I was more positive in that sense .... No, I can do it. I can do it, even
though it was very hard for me.” Nancy further shed light on how that eventually paid off
and said:
But that was a positive thing and spending more time on that tough subject was
helpful because at the end I was able to get a ‘B+’ and I swear if I would have
been more positive throughout the semester, I would definitely have an “A” grade
in that class, but I was too negative for it.
She revealed her own attitude and shared some advice, “if you ever face a challenge, try
and give your best rather than turn away from the problem and be like .... whatever, I do
not care about it. You care about it. That's why you're here!” Explaining how failure to be
understood means adopting a different communication style, Nancy said, “it requires
communicating in a way which is different from your Indian friends and … over here,
you have to think before you speak.”
Another coping mechanism that Indian international students used to be
understood better was explaining themselves. Nancy explained how as a Teaching
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Assistant, “there was a time where I thought that I really need to work on my
communication” and she ensured that she shared with her students that she was an
international student, and that English was her third language. Explaining that “because
usually the first impression is the last impression”, Nancy said, “I'll be like I'll speak in
this way first. This is going to be my first statement. This is going to be my second
statement and I tried to put it in a logical way which makes sense to them.” Another
strategy that Nancy adopted was to elaborate on what she was saying by giving examples.
She revealed:
I cannot simply answer any question in one line for sure. That is a default in me. I
need to put extra explanation to support my things .... you know so I feel that
helped me because if you do not understand the full sentence, you can understand
my example. So that the person can be like.... Oh, what this is what she is talking
about.
Nancy also shared how the use of language by Indian international students can
be interpreted by others in the U.S. in ways that actually questions the intelligence of
these students. Offering an advice, Nancy shared, “You need to be patient and you need
to have a good attitude for them, not judging them that they're stupid or dumb. It's just
they don't know the language.” Nancy also opened about how some think that “If
somebody is speaking very fast and is fluent, he's smart and if there are people who are
having all those ups and downs in their language, they have that misconception that they
are not smart because of this.”
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Food. For Nancy, adapting to the American diet was not so much a challenge but
at the same time, she noticed that her “taste-buds have evolved.” She shared, “I can eat
dal-chawal, roti-sabji for two days, three days, four days, but after that I cannot eat it. I
do not know why because that is my food. I should start enjoying it every single day, but
I cannot.” While acknowledging the challenge of a new diet, Nancy shared how she looks
at the situation by saying, “eating your food is fine, but you have to set your mind in a
way that if I don't get roti-subji for two-three days, I'm fine eating burger.” Sharing how
often, finding the right diet competes with the demands of a rigorous academic life,
Nancy shared:
Sometimes there are so many assignments, so much work for you to do … at that
time, we do not get time to cook. So, if you encounter a problem like that, you can
still be fine with a bag of chips and call it a day.
The Indian students also related how the food that they cooked in the U.S. did not
taste like the food cooked by their mother which caused additional dissatisfaction with
the food at times. Sharing her experience, Nancy said, “my mom used to cook a whole
bunch of food, a bunch of snacks. I tried cooking it, but I was .... Oh, my goodness, this is
so bad. I shouldn’t try.” Describing this in detail, Nancy shared how despite her best
efforts:
It still does not taste the way it used to back in house so I feel there is something
which I call “mom-ness” because it is the only thing which is related to mom and
she is the only person who can do that.
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Financial. Nancy shared that everything in the U.S. when it comes to education
generally feels very expensive as an international student. Explaining more in the case of
health insurance, she said:
We are getting little bit of discrimination there because if you are from the United
States, you have a family insurance. So overall per person the charge gets to 300$400 but for us. I have to pay $1,300 per semester and I never go to the hospital at
all!
For Nancy, the on-campus living option seemed to hold potential yet at the same time
was also very cost-inhibitive. According to Nancy, it was her observation that a lot of
international students could benefit from this on-campus living experience but “just
cannot afford to live on campus because it's expensive!” Adding to her point, Nancy said,
“you cannot pressurize students to live in a dorm, which is $2,000 a month because that
will add into their anxiety level.”
Nancy also shared how when it came to figuring out an alternative to paying a lot
of money for insurance, some of her friends who were also undergraduate International
students had come up with an alternative which cost less. Explaining the rationale, she
said, “as you are in a problem, you will try to find out a solution as much as you can.”
Unfortunately, the university did not want to encourage that and ended up saying that
even international students had to buy insurance through the college provider which cost
a lot of money.
Nancy was also required to take up a campus job in order to support herself and
she shared her experience by saying, “working is a good experience. But it's also kind of

157
a challenge with your studying thing … if you have to work for eight hours.” Defining
the importance of balancing work with academic effort, Nancy said, “working also
affects your academic life if you don't balance it .... you know you have to be wise that
when you're going to study and when you're going to work.” Furthermore, Nancy also
shared an insight about how this can get easy or difficult by saying:
Not everybody gets the job in which you are allowed to sit. I used to work in a
dining hall, and I had to cook food and it was .... all of physical things. So, after
doing four hours or five hours of physical activity, it is hard for you to study at
least to focus and beyond one topic for one, two hours. It is hard for you.
Another way in which Indian international students benefit financially is through
donations and giveaways which helps them save some money on purchases that they
would have had to make anyway. Sharing a feature of her university, Nancy explained
the pantry at her university and said:
So, people donate there, and you write down the things that you want .... they
have everything .... toilet paper, toothbrushes, toothpaste, and all the basic
necessities. You cannot expect the quality of that to be very good, but it is a
usable thing. You cannot expect a body lotion from Bath and Body Works. No, it
is the nominal brand which is more affordable because somebody is going to need
that.
For Nancy, this was not only a financial benefit, but it also helped her feel good which
she explained by saying, “that is a good mental feeling, I'm saving .... instead of .... just
spending money, money, money.”
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Educational. The differences between the educational systems of India and the
U.S. also manifested as stressors for Nancy in many forms. To begin with, she noticed
how she had to transition to doing much of her academic work on her laptop. Explaining
the contrast, she said:
If somebody takes this laptop out of my life, I will feel like something is missing
for sure because everything is online. But, back in my country, it was more of like
books pens and pencils and I feel that was better. Because, at the end of the day,
right now, if I am on my computer, you can literally feel like these eyes are being
pulled out! I am even getting dark circles right now, which I never used to get
(earlier) even if I used to study the same amount of time.
She explained how even though books are available as hard copies, the cost of eBooks or
digital copies of the paper copy of the books tends to be much cheaper which Indian
international students prefer as a cost saving measure. Nancy revealed this dilemma and
said, “so, let us say you have to study for four classes, and you purchase an eBook for
four classes. That means whenever you have to study, you have to look at your screen.”
Developing Friendships. Nancy felt that developing friendships was difficult
initially and even more so with other Indian international students. Explaining it herself,
Nancy shared how her major was different than that of many other Indian international
students. This limits the academic based conversations that she can have with them like
students from the same major would generally have. Speaking to how a lack of
connection could even be felt between Indian international students, Nancy revealed, “I
don’t skip any Indian events. I am in all Indian events. I also enjoy their company too, but
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it is just that I do not feel any commonness. I don't have any questions to share because
there is nothing common.”
Nancy realized early that many of her peers have different preferences and make
varied life choices that do not bode well for her to strike friendships with them.
Explaining this, Nancy shared:
If you are with a group of people who are more like party animals, they will go to
bars, and they want to drink and party and if you are the only person who wants to
study, then you get the peer pressure and you are more prone to go to parties
instead of studying. So .... pick your friends wisely.
Speaking of how she makes sure to interact with others to develop friendships, Nancy
shared, “I always go and search for people and then I just try to be in a group. I don't try
to be ever in isolation.” She felt that Indian international students should not be scared of
“making new friends of a different culture” even though it means that “being with people
who are not of your culture is hard at times because you need to think first before talking
to them.”
Harsh Winters. Nancy also experienced hardships because of the weather and
her first impression was “this is not good. It is super chilly outside, and it is not good”
and shared it affected her mobility by saying, “weather also contributes that you cannot
go outside and walk because it's snowing. Yeah, it's a little bit challenging for sure here.”
She also added, “when it is too windy outside, I am like… I do not want to go outside. I
just want to sleep, sleep, sleep!” Eventually, many students become somewhat
accustomed to the harsh winters and even begin to appreciate the beauty of the place in
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the winter. Sharing her experience, Nancy said, “after two years, I actually like snow. I
actually wait for snow to come so that I can go outside.”
Lack of Support. Nancy shared that she experienced a certain lack of support in
the U.S. hence she leaned on her own family initially for support. Indian international
students rely heavily on their own families, especially during the first few years of their
transition to the U.S. Explaining how her family played a supporting role, Nancy revealed
their extent of influence in her well-being. Nancy’s family is around even though
remotely and often checking on Nancy’s well-being through phone calls and can offer
support to her if she is feeling low “because they can read my expressions very easily.”
Nancy said, “my father always tells me that .... fodi levanu, in the sense in Gujarati, it is
whatever happens, whatever it takes to solve anything. Just go for it. Don't think about
it.” Sharing how this translates into her being able to persist and move beyond her
problems, Nancy said:
Whenever I am into a problem and I think that this is not able to be cured or I am
not able to find out a solution, I always have those words in my mind that hu fodi
layees … I will find a cure for this problem. So, I think that was helpful.
How this helps her is defined by Nancy in her own words as putting her “in a state which
is .... no, there is somebody who trusts you and you will be able to find the solution to
whatever you are going through.”
On the other hand, Nancy was not able to fully benefit from the role played by the
Indian Student Association (ISA) because of how she found herself occupied by many of
her own issues. Answering a question on whether she was benefited by this organization,
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Nancy said, “I would say yes and no. I think they are doing a great job and a lot of people
get benefited. But I feel that I haven't got that benefit because I was just playing my own
game.” Nancy also shared how advisors and instructors of Indian international students
can play a supportive role when she said, “there are some professors in my life who
shaped me.” Additionally, Nancy revealed how one advisor supported her self-care by
saying:
They helped me to have this feeling that everything takes time, and you should
just put effort and not be constantly scolding yourself (by saying) .... Oh, you
cannot do it. You are so stupid. You can do it, why you did not do it. Be lovable
to yourself. You should love yourself rather than being harsh to yourself.
Nancy also said that some of them can be more supportive by recommending, “be nice to
international students, honestly, because there are times where they are struggling. We
never know what struggles a person is going through.”
Nancy also validated the role of Indian international students in supporting her
and put it matter of fact by saying, “because at the end of day, you need somebody to talk
to.” Nancy shared how one of her initial contacts in the U.S. was a girl who too had
enrolled in her university through her agent in India. Speaking about how she quickly
became friends with the other girl after their parents had decided to work together to send
both of them to the U.S. by the same flight, Nancy shared, “since we were already thrown
into this situation, which was totally new and strange .... we were trying to figure out
something in a totally different new country.”
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For Nancy, other Indian families in the U.S. have played a supporting role yet she
finds herself shy of time to fully make use of this source of support. Speaking on this,
Nancy said, “my life becomes so busy that I don't even get time to sleep .... how can I go
and attend their social functions? That's the question.” Nancy found that visiting these
family friends and relatives also becomes difficult because of social courtesy. Explaining
this, she said:
I always have to .... be on my computer and when you go and live with some
other people, if you are living in a relative's place you might have to match with
their timings. You cannot work on the computer at the time of dinner, you have to
go and sit on the dining table and eat food.
Learning to Adapt. Nancy shared that one of the ways in which she tried to
adapt to the new culture was by trying to “fit in.” Relating her experience with an attempt
to “fit in”, Nancy realized:
If I saw somebody, and if I got impressed. I tried to adopt that thing, and I tried to
put it in myself and be ‘I'm going to do an act in this way’, which is not good
because there are so many people who are admiring you, and they also want to be
you. So, if you lose yourself, you are actually losing your value and you're trying
to be somebody else, and which doesn't work.
For Nancy, this gap between expectations and reality came from her exposure to
the media which she shared as, “all the things that are showing movies. That is what I
was expecting. America is different. America is a learning opportunity. That's what I
learned.”
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Nancy also shared how she wanted to do well in the U.S. and even at work, she
would attend to her studying, whenever she could. An example that she gave was that she
would memorize terms and definitions during her work shifts and said, “I also look on
those notes because learning new terms also requires a lot of breaks, because you can't
just .... cram in one sitting.” Defining her studying technique at work, she shared, “Okay,
what is this term, do I know that. I feel those Saturdays were anatomy days for me .... I
was also getting paid. But then on the other hand, I was also doing my studying thing as
well.” Nancy explained how her attitude also determines her experience. Sharing more,
she said:
Whatever I think I want to get in terms of academics .... if I want to do this .... if I
want to clear this, I am going to clear that. I am able to do that and that's what I
used to do back in my country too .... working hard and getting things done.
Nancy also paid more attention to focusing on adjusting to the U.S. and from her
own experiences shared, “be more flexible” and, “be patient too because ‘good things
take time’.” Nancy felt that being open to learning was key to learning to adapt to the
U.S. She said, “come with a good spirit and come with a positive mind of learning. Do
not be already too filled up … I can do this; I cannot do this.” Her rationale for this was
“because there are a lot of experiences which you never know that this is going to be
helpful for you or maybe you start liking it.” Nancy also revealed that coming to the U.S.
means that the new-found freedom needed some restraint that led to a focus on doing
well. In this regard, she shared:
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You think there are so many things which you have not experienced at all …
when you come out and you get that all freedom there is nobody to tell you that
do not go there. You have to be in control of yourself. Trying new things is good
but be wise with trying, you should know that trying this is good or is it going to
be affecting me in the long run? Do not lose yourself.
Racism and Discrimination. Describing her experience of racism, Nancy shared
that she had faced situations wherein she could not exactly tell whether she was
mistreated because of her race or was it something else. Giving an example of a time
when she was on a team and she was mistreated by a fellow teammate who was a
domestic American student, she shared, “if I said, hello, she would never say hello
because she thinks that they are superior … So, it was like a weird feeling.” Nancy also
shared how she was constantly made to feel that she was wrong by this one person in
front of others. Revealing her feelings, Nancy said, “because I don't feel this is a good
way to reflect on somebody's experience. I was talking about my story. She has no right
to put me in a bad shape in front of the audience.” Eventually, Nancy resorted to
confiding in her supervisor and letting them know that she was being mistreated by the
domestic student which resulted in the domestic student writing a letter of apology to
Nancy. This was one example of how she was mistreated by others which caused her to
feel like she did not belong. Sharing her perspective, Nancy said:
If you have more positive things in your life, you see more purpose in your life.
But if every day, there is somebody who is telling you are bad, your looks are not
good … you feel more homesick, that makes you more negative and depressed …
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It actually makes you feel like you don't have any values like you are useless and
people can manipulate you in any way they want, and you don't have any like
strong personality, which is valuable in the discussion, people can just use you
and throw you. It is a very bad and disgusting feeling.
Having shared this Nancy also explained that while that someone may brush it off as a
one-time incident, it continues to be an ongoing experience for many Indian international
students in the U.S. Reflecting on this she added, “you can come up with a lot of small
events for every international student. There is no student whose life is like a straight
line. Everybody has to go through ups and downs.”
Similarly, Nancy also shared a time when she was mistreated by a fellow dining
hall worker who would single her out instruct them on how things were to be done even
though there was no past instance of her not doing her work correctly. Explaining this
situation, Nancy shared that:
Every time I go into the dining hall to eat, she will find some kind of topic to stop
me, and she will waste my seven minutes right there. If I am doing something
wrong, you can definitely tell me that this is wrong, but if I'm doing everything
right, my manager is happy with me, who are you to tell me this? And I know
100% that if I were an American girl at that time, she would have never stopped
me because she would be knowing that that she is nicer and she has been working
in this position for like 10 years or five years.
Nancy had to eventually approach her supervisor and explain how she was being treated
by this other employee which led the supervisor to talk to the other employee. After that
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time, Nancy said, that she was treated respectfully by this other employee. Speaking
about the situation turned around, she said, after that, “she was nice to me and even
before I asked her … can I get my bag? … she would give me the bag because she knows
that this girl is not a girl to be messed with.” This marked the second time that Nancy had
to deal with discriminatory behavior by approaching her supervisor and indicated her
strategy when it came to dealing with such behavior within the workplace.
Nancy also revealed that she has seen other students being subjected to such racist
and discriminatory behavior as well. Explaining how the color of the skin can be a factor,
Nancy shared, “I had some other friends who told me that they even felt racism, because
our skin is a little bit pale as compared to theirs.” Explaining how this made a difference
in Indian international students being perceived by domestic students, Nancy said, “they
think that we are less smart, and there are some people who are more dominant, so they
do like … racism and stuff like … they don't call you, even if in class, they don’t ask for
your input.” This showed that there was a collective sense of discrimination that was
shared within Nancy’s circle of contacts. She also pointed out that people from South
India tend to get singled out for racism for generally being dark-skinned in the U.S., At
the same time, Nancy carried the understanding that she still had control in her hands by
sharing that, “it depends on you as well, like how you portray yourself because if you are
too unique in a way, people get a chance to bully you or to make a comment on you.”
Nancy seemed to have the understanding that she could carry herself in a way wherein
others around her got the message that it would not be okay for them to be racist around
her. Explaining this, she said, “people know that you are smart enough to judge the
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situation which gives them the clue not to be racist because they know that if they will
put like anything in a weird way, you are there to oppose.”
Homesickness. Indian international students can also experience homesickness as
an acculturative stressor while in the U.S. Describing her experience of homesickness,
Nancy said, “homesickness is a very bad feeling. Honestly, I hope nobody gets it. But at
some point, people get it.” Homesickness seems to most often manifest in the form of
these students missing their family and friends from India while being in the U.S. Nancy
shared:
I still feel homesick. Whenever I see family get-togethers back in my country,
they video call me, especially when I have to tie a knot on my brother’s hand
during Rakhi, I do miss my presence there and they also miss my presence during
all the festivals. Whenever I video call them. I feel, oh my God, I am missing or, I
am sacrificing a big part of my culture or maybe I am sacrificing a big part of me.
Speaking of how she copes with such feelings, Nancy said, “how I deal with it is,
I just don't think about it, I intentionally change my mind to something else.” Nancy also
described other tactics such as going to the gym, dancing, or doing something
intentionally such that she can stop feeling bad about it. Describing how it can be
overwhelming at times, Nancy said, “I do cry sometimes because I feel crying is the best
remedy to overcome homesickness.” At the same time, Nancy realized that she draws
immense support from her family in India and shared, “I'm so grateful for video calls.
They are just one call away; you can just call them and then you can get relieved from
your anxiety level … stress.” Speaking about how even though she has worked on
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making herself more at home here in the U.S, she still has a very strong attachment to her
familiarity of her home in India. Explaining this experience, Nancy said:
whenever I open the door of my room, I feel, Oh, I am at home .... for temporary.
I can feel Oh, I am at home, now I can relax. I can be myself. But yeah, there is
still some part .... if somebody tells me to visualize the house .... the very first. I
mean, at the subconscious level, I will think of India.
Homesickness gets exacerbated when it interacts with social isolation for Indian
international students. Nancy was a witness to how being isolated created negative
emotions for her. Expressing her need, Nancy shared, “I definitely need somebody to at
least talk for 30 minutes, or I definitely want a human touch or human seeing in that
sense. I really need to be with people.” Another important aspect of homesickness is
these students also missing Indian food, especially during the festivals. Describing this,
Nancy said, “every event has a special food to eat, and I miss that too because sometimes
you don't get that food here.”
Practicing One’s Faith. Depending on where one is located in the U.S., it is seen
that Indian international students may not have access to a place of worship if they do not
follow the Christian faith. Nancy shared that finding access to her place of worship as a
Hindu was difficult and shared, “I miss going to temple for sure because we don't have
any temple nearby. There's one in (nearby town), but it's far.”
Being able to practice one’s faith also brings strength to many Indian international
students in the U.S. Nancy shared her relationship with her faith and said, “I am a
spiritual person for sure and that helped me to balance. A lot of people say … I do not
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believe in God, but I am not of that type. I do believe in God and I have strong faith in
them.” Furthermore, Nancy shared how her faith supports her and said:
I am grateful for that and that helps me a lot in terms of everything. It is a very
good thing. The best thing in the morning to do and I feel so much positive in
myself. If I am positive, I am able to give happiness and positiveness around me.
Lack of Sense of Belonging. Nancy was unable to connect with others around her
and the U.S. in general even though she did not understand why. Exploring this theme,
she shared:
Maybe I am skeptical towards relationship or I do not know maybe I am trusting
less people but honestly, if somebody asked me, ‘who is your best friend here?’, I
would not say I have best friends, but I have friends here. But in India, I feel all
those people are my best friends, because … I do not know.
Unfortunately, Nancy had not built the level of trust that she deemed as being necessary
for her to share freely which impacted her ability see others as trustworthy. She shared
this with honesty by saying,
I do not consider that I have anybody here as a best friend. I do have friends and
honestly, I do not open up too as I used to back in my country, I just keep things
to myself because I know if I open up people just take the pieces that they are
interested into your story and they just add everything else on there on their own.
At the same time, Nancy revealed that that trust could be built through
appreciation and recognition of her efforts. When it came to alleviating the lack of sense
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of belonging, Indian international students saw recognition from others as a positive.
Exploring this sentiment for Indian international students, Nancy revealed:
They want a couple friends. They want to be recognized if they are putting effort
into it or if they are showing their abilities … whenever I am putting efforts on
my side, I am getting recognized. So that gives me a sense of belonging.
Mental Health Challenges. Mental health issues can become complicated and
challenging for Indian international students with the compounded effect of social
isolation and lack of support in the U.S. Speaking about how isolation resulted in her
developing negative thoughts, Nancy shared, “those 10 days taught me so many things
that I should never stay alone because I feel staying alone comes with a lot of negative
thoughts, even if it's your own house.” Sharing how in the U.S. “stress is more, and you
can feel the stress here”, Nancy also contrasted her experiences of mental health
challenges in India and said, “at times of stress when you have to do this and that, back in
my country when you used to have that warmth and that love, that stress was not seen in
my life. You could not see that stress on my face.” Also, sharing how she could lean onto
family for support, Nancy said, “if I have the same situation here and if I have the same
situation back in my country where I have people around, then I'll be a little bit more
relieved because I know there are people around who will help me.”
Sharing how negative coping mechanisms can look, Nancy shared, “they
start drinking and they are a totally different person now. What they used to do and what
they are right now it's a totally different person.” Explaining how there certainly exists
some stigma when it comes to seeking mental health support, Nancy said, there are
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“stigma and a lot of stereotypes in my culture.” Delving into how people of her
generation can be more understanding, she said, “they are able to understand this because
day by day, the stress level is increasing, even into teenage kids and I'm an adult, so they
know how much pressure I have in terms of balancing everything.” On the other hand,
people from the older generation tend to be a little more unwilling to seek professional
mental health intervention instead wanting to work on themselves. Explaining this,
Nancy said, “if I talk to a person who is older than my parents age .... they will think that
I'll try to solve it” and, “if you come from a family, which is not having a good
educational background, then it's harder for them to understand why you need
professional help.”
Yet another problem that has consequences for Indian international students in the
U.S. is the apathy demonstrated within the Indian society in general towards mental
health and the general reluctance to address the issue directly. One way in which these
students dealt with their mental challenges is through the adoption of attitudes that helped
them engage their own grit and resilience. Nancy seemed to sum it up by saying that
“everything is in your head.” Giving an example, she said:
If you think that, no, this is my house and this is where I am going to live for next
two years then that feeling comes with that and gradually your brain also signals
you to be ...., oh, this is your home instead of that.
Nancy also shared how the first person she looks towards when seeking help is herself
and said, “I'm the best friend of mine.” Explaining how self-talk is a part of her strategy,
she said, “I do self-talk every single day (saying) what’s going on, Nancy? Why, why,
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why is this happening to you? You are a very strong girl, and you are very brave.” She
also shared how she uses positive affirmation as morale boosters and shared, “I have a lot
of affirmations in my room too. I tried to write affirmations. So those affirmations helped
me whenever I think in an odd way which is not me.” Demonstrating her grit and
resilience, Nancy revealed, “if nothing helps then I'll take time to be chill, everything will
work out at the end.” At the same time, Nancy shared her awareness that “there is no way
which is going to be an easy way, you always have to struggle in this way or that.”
Furthermore, Nancy has also developed an attitude that protects her from unwarranted
criticism from others which she shared as “I have really high self-esteem. If somebody
tells me that you are not capable, I will be like… Okay, whatever. I do not want to talk to
you. I know I'm capable of!”
Nancy also demonstrated her willingness to seek professional mental health
assistance. Nancy committed by saying:
If in case I ever needed that mental professional help, I will definitely go and look
for it before it's even late. If I think I cannot have anything which will help me, I
will directly go and get that help because they are trained to help us.
Immigration Rules and Regulations. This theme did not come to the fore within
Nancy’s Yātrā. The reason why Nancy did not specifically mention the visa-related rules
also did not come to the fore. At the same time, it was understood that she was affected
by the general immigration-based rules regarding normal and online course load
allowance that caused confusion for a lot of undergraduate Indian international students
during the pandemic. According to the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement,
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international students could not take a fully online course load even though the
universities had moved to a completely online mode. During this time, it was a looming
fear for students that might be asked to go back to India if they did not maintain a full
course load that needed at least one course to be taken in-person. Eventually, this policy
was rescinded and came as a relief for the entire international student community. Nancy
benefitted from this ruling as well.
Lack of Mobility. Nancy brought up lack of mobility as an acculturative stressor.
She shared how mobility without a vehicle becomes even more difficult during the
winters by sharing, “you cannot go outside and walk because it's snowing … I am like....
I don't want to go outside.” Nancy shared that she benefited from the free bus passes that
were provided to her from the university and said:
If there is something which is tagged free, you are more prone to do that as
compared to even if you are paying $1. So, for me, I never have to think about
traveling. I can pick a bus and go to a different place.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
This phenomenological study employed Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) to shed light on the sojourner and acculturative experience of
undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S. Midwest. While many studies
exist that have studied the experiences of international students in the U.S. (Mori, 2000;
Lee et al., 2004; Hyun et al., 2007; Han et al., 2013; Misra, & Castillo, 2004), very few
have focused exclusively on the experiences of students from India. Given the lack of
existing literature that focused exclusively on the lived experiences of Indian
international students, this study aimed to address the void in the literature. More
importantly, this study explored the experiences of these students in the U.S. to
understand how undergraduate Indian international students experience acculturation and
sojourner adjustment in the U.S. and what strategies these students employ to cope with
their acculturation stressors in the U.S. Focusing on the idea of Yātrā, this study revealed
how these students make meaning of their sojourn and experience their journey at various
levels of existence. The findings were presented in Chapter 4 of this study with a focus
on three main themes and multiple sub-themes that provided nuance to the lived
experiences and meanings attached by these students to their Yātrā in the U.S.
Outcome of the Study
This phenomenological study employed the framework of Berry’s Fourfold
Model of Acculturation (Berry, 1992, 1994; Berry, et al., 1989) to examine how their
experiences and the meanings that they attached to their experiences affected their
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response to acculturative stressors. Viewed through the lens of this framework, it was
found that Indian international students respond to their acculturation in the U.S. by
employing one of the four acculturation strategies emerging from the interaction of the
dimensions of “receiving-culture acquisition” and, “heritage-culture retention.” The
following sections will demonstrate the ways in which Indian international students
respond to their acculturative stressors by engaging coping strategies that can have been
classified as integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization within Berry’s
Fourfold Model of Acculturation. This study adds to the literature by informing educators
how Indian international students can perceive their stress (eustress) as an opportunity for
growth or view it as a negative influence (dis-stress) on their acculturation in the U.S.
based on this framework.
This study also employed the ABC Model of Acculturation as presented by Ward
et al. (2001) with ABC respectively standing for the affective, behavioral, and cognitive
aspects of the acculturation process. Viewing the acculturation of undergraduate Indian
international students in the U.S. through this framework helped in understanding how
Indian international students feel, behave, and think or make meaning of their lived
experience of acculturation in the U.S. Using this framework helped emphasize the
behavioral elements of culture contact and helped in understanding how Indian
international students experience the U.S. host culture and make meaning of their
perceived differences in the cultures of the U.S. How the Yātrā of these students is a
product of the interaction between the affective, behavioral, and cognitive aspects of
acculturation was found in this study and are presented in the following sections.
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Based on the interviews with the participants of this study, it was found that
Indian international students experience acculturation and sojourner adjustment in the
U.S. in a myriad number of ways which have been classified as follows: (i) Journey of
self-discovery, (ii) Experience of the merits of living in the U.S., and (iii) Experience of
acculturative stressors and their coping mechanisms
A Journey of Self-Discovery
This theme mainly addresses the first research question: How do
undergraduate Indian international students experience acculturation and sojourner
adjustment in the U.S.? Tracing this sojourner journey of international students with a
historical perspective, Ward et al. (2001) have shared that “intercultural education can be
traced to the 272–22 BC reign of Asoka the Great of India and the establishment of the
University of Taxila.” (p. 143). India has been a historical destination for seekers of
knowledge and has provided a fertile ground for all kinds of knowledge systems from
around the world. Travelers and seekers of truth from around the world have shared their
Yātrā or sojourner spirit in India since millenniums which has seemingly come full circle
with Indian international students coming to the U.S. to fructify their own Yātrā. In this
study, it was found that the participants saw their Yātrā as a journey of self-growth.
While the participants acknowledged their challenges, they largely interpreted many of
their challenges as an opportunity to grow and discover themselves. They were able to
appreciate the opportunity that their Yātrā was and were able to find a personal meaning
of their lived experiences and learn from their experiences. An example of this was when
Muskan shared that “my Yātrā has taken me to a lot of different things, and I could say
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that most of it has made me grow and has made me understand things better.” This Yātrā
was also a reminder of home and the realization that eventually they would like to return
home which they still considered to be in India since they did not fully identify with the
culture of the U.S. This consolidated their own identities as sojourners and as individuals
who are “away from home.” An example of this was when Ayesha shared, “I'm going to
gain my experience and go back to my country where I have … I'm very connected to the
Indian traditional roots.” This was found to be in line with research that when faced with
a feeling of alienation and exclusion, international students tend to identify more with the
identity label of “international student” since “identification with other international
students is not based on similar intragroup traits but is constructed in context based on
their common treatment from the majority” (Schmitt et al., 2003, p. 5).
This sub-theme also captured how their Yātrā happened at multiple levels that
transcended their physicality and allowed them to holistically see their affective,
behavioral, and cognitive journey of growth in the U.S. Their self-discovery also revealed
to them their own sense of purpose in the U.S. These undergraduate Indian international
students constantly reminded themselves that their primary reason for being in the U.S.
was to seek higher education and that they must not allow themselves to forget that.
Ayesha exemplified this sentiment by saying, “I was not at all looking to live a lavish life
or go out to party because my sole purpose was to get education.” Similarly, Ayesha
constantly reminder herself of her purpose by reflecting on “in the beginning of my
journey what did I want to do and what am I doing right now and what do I want to do in
the future.” This constant reminder allowed them to make choices that they thought
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would enable them to progress rapidly and successfully without allowing any major
distractions to obstruct their progress.
Their journey of self-discovery also meant that they were constantly interacting
with and evaluating the meaning of their heritage culture in India and what they
perceived as the host culture in the U.S. This is where the cognitions component of the
ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active
changes and development of their identity. Having come to the U.S. and now needing to
explain their own choices to others and themselves, they realized that they must evaluate
their own culture and make an effort to understand it even better. Having done this,
Muskan realized that “I learned a lot about my culture, and I respect it even more now
because those little things make so much of a difference!” According to Yamada et al.,
(1998) first generation migrants demonstrate a stronger ethnocultural identity as
compared to second and third-generation immigrants. Viewed through this
understanding, it was expected that these Indian international students would be very
closely attached to many aspects of their own heritage culture and would not be willing to
simply ape the host culture in the U.S. This was reflected when Nancy said, “their culture
is very nice at some things, but there are some things which are best in India and they
should learn from us, for sure.”
Also, seeing their own heritage culture in the light of their experience in the host
culture resulted in the participants finding a deeper meaning of their heritage culture,
questioning their heritage culture, and choosing to retain their heritage culture. This is
where the cognitions component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al.
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(2001) was seen to be active with active changes and development of their identity.
Similarly, their interaction with the host culture of the U.S. resulted in them either
rejecting or adopting the host culture. Looking at this from the lens of Berry’s Fourfold
Model of Acculturation, it was seen that during their time in India, these Indian
international students have experienced all the four acculturation dimensions of
integration, assimilation, separation, and marginalization. When they adopted the host
culture while retaining their heritage culture, they experienced integration and when they
rejected the host culture while retaining their heritage culture, they experienced
separation. On the other hand, when these students adopted the host culture and rejected
their heritage culture, they experienced assimilation and when they rejected both their
host culture and heritage culture, they experienced marginalization. There were also
times when these students found themselves to be in a position where having rejected
their heritage culture, they were unable to fully adopt the host culture, this is also when
they experienced marginalization. This was when these students felt like they were not
fully rooted in either of the cultures. This aspect of acculturation came forth in Nancy’s
experience when she shared, “at first, it was a struggle to blend into what they are and
become like them so that it's easy for me. But over the time that I spent there, I realized
that easy is not always right.” This is where the cognitions component of the ABC model
of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes and
development of their identity.
Another aspect to their journey of self-discovery was the engagement of selfimage and identities by the Indian international students in this study while asking the
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question “who am I?” as a result of their lived experience of acculturation in the U.S. The
participants of this study saw their Yātrā both as a catalyst as well an active ingredient for
change and metamorphosis. Coming to the U.S. and living here meant that they were
learning so much about themselves in this new environment. Sharing this sentiment,
Nancy said, “my physical Yātrā, as everybody has stress, I was also stressed because
when I came here, I was 18 and it was a very tender age, obviously.” Their ability to
contrast and compare what they understood about themselves before coming to the U.S.
and what they saw of themselves now as a result of their acculturation has been described
here as metamorphosis. How much their acculturation played a role as compared to their
own developmental process as they turn into adults in their metamorphosis is difficult to
say. This was seen in the case of Ayesha when she shared, “Yātrā is the perfect word to
describe what an international student goes through. It is sort of a metamorphosis. You
start learning new things about how to survive in a different place and it gives you a lot of
power.” Yet, it was during their experience of acculturation that they began to notice that
there were not only changes in how they saw themselves but in who they had seen
themselves become. This is where the cognitions component of the ABC model of
acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes and
development of their identity. The participants generally saw this metamorphosis as a
positive change as part of their acculturation which allowed them to experience increased
self-love and going beyond biases. An example of this was when Ayesha said, “I became
more accepting. I started loving myself. I learned to accept compliments.” Learning who
they were also entailed an acknowledgement about a change in their beliefs.
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Their change in beliefs was a positive development that helped them see life
holistically according to the participants. Encountered with a different set of beliefs as
part of their acculturation, these Indian international students made the choice to be
deliberate about certain aspects of their belief system to be more accommodative of
others as well as themselves. A change in belief also allowed these students to be more
accepting of themselves which allowed them to adapt practices that they viewed as
healthier and more positive to support their Yātrā in the U.S. This was seen in the case of
Ayesha when she shared, “after coming here, I think I became more accepting towards all
kinds of personalities and I’m less judgmental now.” The participants of this study were
also engaged in the process of understanding themselves as an outcome of as well as an
active process during their acculturation. Understanding what it means to be Indian and
what aspects of this Indianness do they subscribe to were found to be the major
reflections of the participants. At the same time, the participants saw that their life in the
U.S. had exposed them to certain aspects of their own personality and revealed identities
that they were not fully aware of before coming to the U.S.
Finally, this study also shed light on how these undergraduate Indian international
students viewed their identity within the racial framework, especially as they understood
it within the U.S. The main finding of this study is that race did not feature prominently
in their experience of acculturation in the U.S. when it came to the meaning they attached
to their own identities. Experiences relating to immigration, sojourn, and acculturation
seemed to form the crux of their lived experience as compared to race for these students.
Prior research has revealed that international students tend to agree more with the identity
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label of “international students” since “identification with a category relevant to the local
context did offer psychological protection, despite being a relatively new and
heterogeneous category” (p. 8). This idea was at play in Nancy’s experience which she
shared by saying, “I have never heard people saying that … you are from brown race. It's
more of like … Asian community and once here, my type is non-English speaker.” These
students also perceived that race was a much more important social factor here in the
U.S. as compared to India which led them to examine their own identities in the U.S.
Shedding additional light on this, Muskan said, “race is way more important in the United
States than what it was in India.” The main realization of these students was that there
was a lack of meaning around the term “brown” that was used in the racial discourse of
the U.S. which seemed to club everyone who was not “white” or “black” into this one
ambiguous category of “brown.” A case in example was when Muskan shared, “to talk
about it at a shallow level, I would say, I identify myself as a brown person, but I feel that
the term Brown lacks meaning.”
This study also revealed that Indian international students in the U.S. may not find
themselves to be fully represented and perhaps even marginalized owing to the excessive
focus on the seemingly binary black and white politics of the U.S. This is where it was
seen that these students experience separation to a large degree when seen through the
lens of Berry’s acculturation model. Indian international students tend to see themselves
more from the immigrant lens and having done that it comes to their realization that both
African Americans and white people in the U.S. share many common experiences that
makes them “American” and hence very similar. This understanding was shared by
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Muskan who said, “I always think about culture before everything else. So, for me,
looking at whites and blacks in the United States. I sort of see them as very similar.”
Their common understanding of the U.S. culture made the black and white people of the
U.S. more rooted in the U.S. racial discourse whereas Indian international students felt
that they were seen as outsiders or as immigrants in the U.S. This was seen when Muskan
said, “I could even put them in the same box because.... they celebrate the same festivals,
and they speak the same language, they eat the same food, and the family structure is sort
of the same.” Therefore, the term “brown” lacks meaning for the participants of this study
even though they would use the term casually and out of necessity within the racial
discourse of the U.S. Indian international students perceived that they were seen as
foreigners in the U.S. before any of their other identities came to the fore in their
interaction with other people in the U.S. Seen from the perspective of Berry’s
acculturation model, it was seen that these students experienced separation when it came
to embracing the identity that came with the social and racial label of “brown.” Also, this
is where the cognitions component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al.
(2001) was seen to be active with active changes and development of their identity. Yao
et al. (2019) have also made the argument that popular theories such a Critical Race
Theory (CRT) tend to be rooted in the U.S. racial discourse and said, “international
students to the US, particularly those from non-White and non-English speaking
countries, are often othered and racialized using US-constructs of race” (p. 39). At the
same time researchers such as Yao et al. (2019) have made the argument that the racial
experience of international students can be understood through the intersection of
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transnationalism and CRT. It is possible that studies that center this intersectionality and
expand the scope of CRT are able to account for the racial experiences and perceptions of
international students.
At the same time, these students came to understand the gravity of the collective
experience of the African American people owing to their enslavement in the U.S. by the
white people. This made them aware of their own privilege in the U.S. The participants
saw that they had the privilege of their own culture which dates back tens of millennium
if not more as compared to the African American people who were stripped of much of
their native traditions and cultural identities. While finding solidarity with the experience
of the African American people, these undergraduate Indian international students saw
themselves sort of removed from the identity groups that have come to be in the U.S.
racial discourse.
Experience of the Merits of Living in the U.S.
This theme mainly addresses the first research question: How do undergraduate
Indian international students experience acculturation and sojourner adjustment in the
U.S.? While acculturation gives rise to acculturative stressors and many unpleasant
experiences for these students, it was also seen that not all change had adversarial effects
on these students. Berry (2005) has described that not all stress is negative (eustress), and
the participants of this study experienced that firsthand. Berry (2006) brings home the
point that acculturation also has positive outcomes even though there may be difficulties
experienced by these students along the way. According to Berry (2006), “there is now
widespread evidence that most people who have experienced acculturation actually do
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survive! They are not destroyed or substantially diminished by it; rather they find
opportunities and achieve their goals sometimes beyond their initial imaginings” (p. 296).
An example of this was when Nancy experienced a renewed sense of independence and
responsibility or when Ayesha encountered the narrative that ‘Indians are smart’.
What these Indian international students generally experienced was that in many
ways, when it came to the education systems, the participants of this study experienced
the merits of acculturation in the form of their perceived differences between the
education system of the two countries. For these students, the U.S. education system was
easier to begin with. While this might not be true for all disciplines and all Indian
international students, this finding holds importance since it shed light on the experience
of the participants that some aspects of the Indian education had prepared them for the
U.S. education system. At the same time, the ways in which certain aspects of the U.S.
education system played out naturally made it so much easier for these students to
transition and begin to cope with the change in the educational systems. Whether it was
the use of technology in the classroom or the manner in which course grades were
distributed throughout the semester or the availability of academic support systems, the
participants experienced the relative ease of the U.S. education setup. Secondly,
navigating the difference between the educational systems can become easier for some
students with the help of the various academic support centers available within higher
education institutions in the U.S. The participants of this study explained that they found
the study centers, subject-related resource centers, and writing centers to be very helpful
in supporting their academic pursuit in the U.S. Yet another positive difference that was
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perceived as a merit of the education system in the U.S. by these Indian international
students was the emphasis on hands-on learning and the practical orientation of the
curriculum. When the curriculum offers them the ability to learn in an environment that
provides hands-on experience, these students tend to look at it as a value addition to the
theoretical foundation that they have already started to build through their education in
India. An example of this was when Nancy shared that the American system felt easier to
begin with since within the Indian system she was used to working really hard wherein
“you have to remember for the whole year whatever you have studied and there'll be a
final exam which contributes to your grade and there'll be no points for homework, no
point for coming to class.” In fact, it is this difference between the educational systems
that draws many Indian international students to the U.S. for their higher education and
sets them up for success in many professional fields wherein application of learning is the
main focus.
Looking outside the ambit of academic support centers, these students also found
that campus leadership positions enabled their agency and gave them additional voice
within the community. It was seen that Indian international students can benefit
immensely when given the opportunity to take up leadership positions and positions of
greater responsibility within the community. This also leads to an increased sense of
belongingness within the community and makes them feel that their contribution to the
community is of value to others. Also, it provided them with an additional opportunity to
experience personal growth outside of the academic domain. A case in example was
when Ayesha involved herself in the Indian Student Association (ISA) as an officer and
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when Muskan involved herself in supporting others in the community through her role as
a Resident Assistant (RA). Additionally, these students also found that merit and hard
work were rewarded in the U.S. and that they were able to make themselves heard and
find solutions to issues through appeals and negotiations. This gave them the confidence
that they could focus on putting in the hard work and effort necessary to succeed while
exercising their agency and not worry so much about anyone else affecting them
detrimentally.
Another positive aspect to their acculturation was that the Indian international
students realized that they were able to learn essential skills from others around them that
helped them adapt and succeed in the new environment. This is an example of when the
behavior component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was
demonstrated which was accompanied by the development of new skills that had
behavioral outcomes. An example of this was when Muskan shared that her friends
“knew that I didn't know how to manage, how to understand people more than what they
seem and how to trick the system or like being street smart is what I didn't know at all.”
This also meant that these students were able to adopt what they considered as positive
habits that allowed them to experience a healthier lifestyle in the U.S. This means that
living abroad for undergraduate Indian international students can also be a positive
development if they are open to learning from others and adopting qualities and applying
skills that would help them thrive in the new environment. Another merit of living in the
U.S. for these students was a sense of renewed independence and responsibility that they
experienced after coming here. Many of the Indian international students who come to
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the U.S. have generally never worked before and therefore do not have much financial
independence owing to their financial dependence on their parents. For the participants of
this study, coming to the U.S. and studying in a higher education institution also meant
that they were now able to secure campus and off-campus jobs that paid them a stipend.
These students saw this earning as an achievement of relative financial independence that
not only allowed them to afford certain indulgences or pay their bills on their own but
also as a precursor to their post-graduation independence. This sentiment was echoed by
Ayesha who said, “I'm very happy that things worked out the way that they have because
I managed to live in the United States without using much financial resources and…. I
managed to earn money and pay for my own bills.”
Hand in hand with this financial independence came a heightened sense of
financial responsibility that stemmed from the awareness of the very high investment that
their family had collectively made into their higher education program in the U.S.
Becoming aware of the high rate of currency exchange rates between the U.S. dollar and
Indian rupee, they realized that they fully understood the importance of money and
became judicious with their expenditure. How to spend money and on what was in itself a
Yātrā for these students which tied in with their future goals and ambitions that could
only become possible with smart savings and responsible expenditure of their current
resources. This was evident in the case of Muskan when she shared, “my plan is to collect
funds for my master’s and for my brother’s master’s also … who is eventually going to
come to the United States as well. He is a two-year younger brother than me.”
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Undergraduate Indian international students also perceive that they benefit in the
U.S. from the goodwill generated by decades of expats from India who have migrated
and settled in the U.S. They expats have generally been well educated and highly
qualified and have gone on to become the most prosperous ethnic group in the U.S.
according to the American Community Survey of the U.S. Census Bureau (2018) over
the past few decades. The participants of this study experienced the goodwill that came
with being recognized as Indians in the U.S. and benefitting from the perception that
‘Indians are smart’. This is where the cognitions component of the ABC model of
acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes and
development of their identity. While this may not be an advantage in all settings, the
students saw that in technology fields, especially IT, was where Indians were generally
seen to be really proficient and regarded as being smart and qualified. Sharing her
perspective on this, Muskan said, “I think being Indians, we are at high advantage due to
our color because there's already a good image … like everybody thinks we are smart,
and you know we have a very strong cultural heritage.”
Finally, the participants also perceived living on-campus as a positive that came
with multiple benefits for Indian international students and qualified as an essential
experience that positively impacted their acculturation. One feature that is almost always
absent within Indian higher education settings is the Residence Life or residential
curriculum experience that is generally seen in U.S. colleges and universities through
their on-campus housing program. With intentional programming and support for
international students in the residence halls, the participants of this study found that
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experience to be a vital component in forming early support networks and friendships
outside of one is major in a safe environment.
Secondly, the on-campus living experience also provided the participants access
to the dining halls or cafeterias with readily available food while catering to their busy
schedules. The residential experience is enhanced through the support provided by
resident assistants who live within the community and provide programming as well as
individualized support to these students. When international students become resident
assistants themselves, they are able to not only support other students within the
community but also further their own networks and enhance their understanding about
the culture of the U.S. which further enhances their own acculturation. Since the resident
assistant position within institutions of higher education in the U.S. tends to be fairly
competitive, being selected as one also provides a moral boost to these students and
allows them to be seen as leaders within the larger community, thus amplifying their
voice. This is where the cognitions component of the ABC model of acculturation by
Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes and development of their
identity. A case in example was that of Muskan, having experienced the benefits of oncampus life, who was selected as a Resident Assistant through a highly competitive
selection process and went on to become a support for other domestic students within her
residence hall. Within this position, Indian international students are able to pass on their
own learning from their lived experience of acculturation to other international students
from India and elsewhere and thus become enablers of support networks for others.
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With this discussion on the merits of living in the U.S., the following section
would help us understand how undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S.
Midwest experience acculturation in an adversarial manner and how they cope with these
challenges.
Experience of Acculturative Stressors and their Coping Mechanisms
This theme mainly addresses the second research question: What
strategies do undergraduate Indian international students employ to cope with their
acculturation stressors in the U.S.? Looking at this from the lens of Berry’s Fourfold
Model of Acculturation, it was seen that these Indian international students have
experienced all the four acculturation dimensions of integration, assimilation, separation,
and marginalization during their time in India while coping with their acculturative
stressors. According to Ward et al. (2001), the basic conditions for thriving in a
secondary host culture is “to acquire relevant basic social skills through behavioral
culture training, mentoring and learning about the historical, philosophical and
sociopolitical foundations of the host society” (p. 268). In line with the literature, when
Indian international students faced integration through the concurrent retention of
heritage culture and the adoption of host culture, thereby creating a tangible mix, these
students were the most satisfied with their acculturation. This is an example of when the
behavior component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was
demonstrated which was accompanied by the development of new skills that had
behavioral outcomes. At times, these students noticed that the values and the cultural
attributes of the U.S. as they witnessed it were not conducive to their own lives and
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hence, they chose to not adopt them. Even in such cases, these students were satisfied
with their own decision to retain their heritage culture. At times, even though they were
satisfied with their decision, they still experienced acculturative stressors arising out of
their decision to not adopt the cultural traits of the U.S. At times, when these students
were unable to fully adopt the host culture after being alienated from their heritage
culture, they experienced marginalization and were found to be negatively impacted by
that experience. This was found to be in line with the model posited by Berry (2006)
wherein he argues “marginalization is often associated with major heritage culture loss,
and the appearance of a number of dysfunctional and deviant behaviors” (p. 294). It is
here that the affective component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al.
(2001) was at play with evidence for psychological adjustment that corresponded with
affective outcomes. Being unable to grasp the nuances of the host culture or being
rejected after trying to imbibe the heritage culture seems to have created similar
undesirable effects within Indian international students.
Predicting the outcome of acculturation based on attitudes to culture shock, Ward
et al. (2001) have said:
People who stumble about socially like the proverbial bull in a china shop are
quite likely to develop a sense of anxiety, uncertainty, and ultimately lowered
self-esteem. Conversely, people who are anxious, depressed and withdrawn are
less likely to make efforts to develop culture-appropriate skills (p. 268).
The following areas were found to be acculturative stressors for the participants of
the study and their coping mechanisms are discussed here.
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Language and Accent. While it is generally seen that Indian international
students have a high degree of proficiency in English, the participants of this study
revealed that they still experienced negative emotions from time to time when it came to
communicating with others in the U.S. Prior research has placed a heavy emphasis on the
centrality of English language skills in the academic and social adjustment of
international students (Andrade, 2006; Duru & Poyrazli, 2007; Yeh & Inose, 2003).
While these participants had a good grasp on spoken English, they noticed that there is a
lot of variance in how it is spoken in the U.S. Also, it came to their realization that while
they might not have much difficulty in understanding what others say, others around
them may not be able to fully understand and comprehend their accents. Muskan shared
her own story when she said, “seeing that I could not converse with Americans there was
an insecurity. It was shocking, but there was an insecurity and at the very early stages of
my Yātrā.” It is here that the affective component of the ABC model of acculturation by
Ward et al. (2001) was at play with evidence for psychological adjustment that
corresponded with affective outcomes. They also witnessed how they perceived that their
intelligence was judged on the basis of how well they communicated in English which
negatively affected them. Giving rise to insecurity and shame, they become conscious of
how they use language and how they came across to others. According to Sherry et al.
(2010), international students generally highlighted that they experienced spoken
language barriers at a greater frequency than written language problems. The experience
of the Indian international students was found to be in line with this finding as they
mostly encountered language barriers while communicating with others. It was seen that
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an attempt at assimilation through copying accents did not go well for the participants
and they ended up realizing that they need to maintain their own identity when it came to
the use of language. An example of this Muskan who said, “I felt that there was an urge
to imitate the way they pronounce words” and reverted back to her Indian accent
“because it obviously sounds ugly when I tried to pronounce it like them.” This is an
example of when the behavior component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et
al. (2001) was demonstrated which was accompanied by the development of new skills
that had behavioral outcomes. What really worked for them was realizing an integration
that came through the retention of their original accents while ensuring that they made
themselves understood better by speaking in a manner wherein they were understood.
This is in line with Berry’s (2006) acculturation model which posits that “integration
involves the selective adoption of new behaviors from the larger society, and retention of
valued features of one’s heritage culture” (p. 294).
Whether it was speaking slowly or explaining oneself thoroughly, knowing when
to pause, relying on written correspondence to set the stage for face-to-face
communication, or repeating themselves, the participants understood that they must
exercise greater patience and adopt a positive mindset when faced with communication
issues. This is an example of when the behavior component of the ABC model of
acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was demonstrated which was accompanied by the
development of new skills that had behavioral outcomes. They also had to develop a
sense of sensibilities of the U.S. culture along with that of the people that they are in
communication with. At the same time, the participants agreed that it was necessary for

195
greater sensitivity within U.S. colleges and universities regarding various accents and
sensitizing others on how to support international students whose first language is not
English.
Food. When it came to food, the participants of this study expressed that they had
issues arising out of a change in diet and adjusting to the food choices available to them.
Lee and Rice (2007) have argued that people from different cultures experience different
minds of issues yet some of the challenges remain universal and long-standing. This
study found that acculturative stress arising out of lack of satisfactory food choices
resulted in a myriad of issues for these students. While there are limited food choices
with Indian food barely available to them, the onus on procuring Indian food fell on
them. Even when they were able to cook Indian food for themselves, they were dismayed
since they did not perceive the food to be tasting as it did at home when prepared by their
mother. Another challenge that came to the fore was the lack of vegetarian options in the
dining halls. This is where the students experienced separation since they did not want to
abandon their value system that forbade them from consuming meat. According to Berry
(2006), “fewest behavioral changes result from the separation strategy” (p. 294). In line
with this idea, it was seen that when it came to choosing whether to eat meat, this was
simply not an option for these students whose families were vegetarian as in the case of
Ayesha and Nancy in this study. This was also seen to be in line with the ABC model of
acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) which holds that “individuals can respond to secondculture influences by remaining staunchly monocultural in their traditions of origin and,
if anything, becoming more ethnocentric in the process” (p. 269). This is where the
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cognitions component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen
to be active with active changes and development of their identity.
Even when they had access to vegetarian options, it was seen that there were not
enough cooked vegetarian options or that vegetarian food in the U.S. tended to include
eggs which was not the case in what was considered as vegetarian in India. This points to
how Indian students tend to experience a range of challenges when it comes to
maintaining their dietary preferences and ensuring that they are able to find access to
food that they can eat. It was found that these dietary challenges affect these students
adversely and affect their mental health. It is here that the affective component of the
ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was at play with evidence for
psychological adjustment that corresponded with affective outcomes. An example was
the case of Muskan who said, “I was already in the place where we were having Indian
food, but it tasted nothing like what I had when I started missing the food at home and I
started associating homesickness of being at home with food.” While it may not be
possible to recreate a home-like experience for all Indian international students while
catering to other international students as well as domestic students, colleges and
universities can make an effort to include more recipes that are oriented to the Indian
sensibilities and that which cater to vegetarians as well. This is one area where a lot of
emphasis must be paid to support the acculturation of these students as a lack of nutrientrich diet can affect the health of these students adversely. Supporting this finding is the
research by Alakaam et al. (2015) on international students in the U.S. Midwest and
Northeast revealed that changed in diet were found to be associated with undesirable
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health outcomes including weight gain, increased blood glucose levels, increased
cholesterol levels, high blood pressure, and mental problems. At the same time, these
students were found to be able to try out new food items and create their own recipes out
of what was available to them. This is where once again an effort at assimilation or
integration by these students is seen to help them cope with food as an acculturative
stress.
Financial. Many Indian international students come to the U.S. at a great cost to
their families, often drawing from their parents’ retirement savings or by taking
educational loans based on their parents’ incomes and assets. What makes their
educational pursuit in the U.S. highly cost prohibitive is the out-of-state tuition rates that
international students have to pay, which is further compounded by the high rupee to
dollar exchange rates that currently hover around a factor of 1:70 in favor of the dollar as
of 2021 which makes everything much more expensive. Lending support to the finding
that financial issues can become an acculturative stressor, Sherry et al. (2010) also
reported that a majority of international students in their study reported that they had
experienced financial problem. Of those who had reported that they did not experience
such problems, most of them had been able to secure assistantships on campus which
alleviated some of their financial concerns.
The participants of this study had to spend time, energy, and effort convincing
their parents to send them to the U.S. for their higher studies at such a high cost. On
arriving here, they realized the role of money as a limiting agent which affected the
choices that they made including, but not limited to, what kind of food they ate, what

198
recreational activities they indulged in, or even whether they were able to live oncampus. This is when they learnt the value of money and formulated an understanding on
how to judiciously spend money and remain accountable for all the expenses. This is an
example of when the behavior component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et
al. (2001) was demonstrated which was accompanied by the development of new skills
that had behavioral outcomes. An example of this was Ayesha sharing her resolve “my
father should get all the money and time that he has invested since when I was a little girl
till date … that should be paid back with a good amount of interest to them. That's what
my aim was!” At the same time, they continued to feel that some costs such as that for
on-campus housing and health insurance were not justified and amounted to them being
exploited for the revenue they brought in as international students. This was something
that Nancy and Ayesha shared in their experience. Students in the study conducted by
Sherry et al. (2010) had also cited the high cost of student health insurance as a financial
burden. It was also seen that these students are open to donations or hand-me-downs from
other students who are graduating or even attending events to avail the free food in order
to keep their expenses low.
Educational. Researchers like Smith and Khawaja (2011) have considered the
stress arising out of needing to adjust to a different academic system as an acculturative
stress for international students owing to a multitude of barriers. While on one hand the
educational system in the U.S. was perceived to be easier as compared to the Indian
education system in some respects, as discussed in chapter 4, the participants of this study
also experienced the difficulties that arise out of the difference in the systems. An
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example of this was when Muskan shared that “a lot of times, I feel that there's a lack of
deeper understanding.”
According to Ward et al. (2001), “because students sojourn for the purpose of
obtaining a degree, academic performance is a significant component of cross-cultural
adaptation” (p. 147). This was seen to be in the awareness of these students who shared
that they put their educational attainment before everything else. This is an example of
when the behavior component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001)
was demonstrated which was accompanied by the development of new skills that had
behavioral outcomes. Without mentors or other Indian international students to guide
them, these students tend to find it more difficult to navigate the education system if they
have not made connections with other students or sought support from on-campus
academic resources. This was seen in Ayesha’s experience wherein she shared,
“academically, there was nobody to guide. As there are seniors in India, there were no
seniors here to guide us what to do, what not to do.” Ward et al. (2001) have explained
that “foreign students who do badly in their courses represent a poor investment for their
countries, families and the universities that they attend” (p. 246). In line with this
understanding, especially at the undergraduate level, these Indian international students
took some time to understand the various policies regarding academic integrity and
plagiarism that is generally not elaborated upon during their school years. In this matter,
these students found it best when they achieved assimilation with the academic
expectations of the U.S. education system. This is an example of when the behavior
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component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was demonstrated
which was accompanied by the development of new skills that had behavioral outcomes.
Developing Friendships. One of the foundations of their acculturative experience
was their ability to form friendships with others. Ward et al. (2001) have described how
friendship networks for international students broadly fall into three categories: bonds
with fellow compatriots, links with host nationals, and friendships with other noncompatriot foreign students. According to this understanding, the main function of fellow
compatriots, host nationals, and non-compatriot foreign students is to “rehearse, express,
and affirm culture-of-origin values”, “to facilitate the academic and professional aims of
the students”, and “largely recreational, as well as providing mutual social support based
on a shared foreignness” respectively (Ward et al., 2001, p. 146). While conforming
mainly to this assessment, the participants in this study experienced that these roles were
not rigid but largely predicted the nature of their relationship with others while in the
U.S. While this may not be the case for everyone, it was seen that Indian international
students in this study found it difficult to make American friends in the beginning. A part
of this lack of connection can be placed on the focus of these students on doing well in
the U.S. which means not spending too much time socializing or partying with other
students. Muskan exemplified this when she shared that her main focus in the first
semester was “finding good core friends, doing well in my studies, understanding the
difference in the education system and how I can work towards my success.” It was seen
that as Indian international students begin to make connections with domestic students in
the U.S., they are confused with the issue of balancing time between their Indian friends
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and their American friends. At the same time, it is possible that some Indian students may
very consciously choose not to interact with other Indian students in the U.S. since their
emphasis is mostly on gaining an international experience. If that is not the case, students
with a major that is not generally chosen by other Indian international students may find
it difficult to connect with other Indian students due to a lack of exposure to them.
Additionally, it was also seen that the participants of this study found that the
level of conversation with the domestic students was generally very shallow and lacked
depth which they themselves valued very much in any conversation and overall
relationship. This was seen in Nancy’s experience who shared, “here relationships are
shallower and as I said, it's honest too. I took the perspective of the relationships that I
need to be more honest with my relationships, but I do not like the American culture’s
shallowness of relationships.” This is where the cognitions component of the ABC model
of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes and
development of their identity. Generally, these students experienced that they were
unable to connect with domestic students and form deep-level friendships. Addressing
this lack of interaction, Hotta and Ting-Toomey (2013) have advocated for faculty and
staff to “develop students’ confidence in interacting with other students from diverse
cultural and linguistic backgrounds, and to provide opportunities for students to move out
of their cultural comfort zones” (p. 233). Within this study, it was seen that they
experienced separation and retained their affinity for investment into relationships and
engaging others much more deliberately. One way the participants coped with this was by
becoming more accepting and aware of the cultural differences that exist around
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relationships and forming more realistic expectations of their American counterparts. An
example of this is when Ayesha said, “American friends are friends who I laugh with and
Indian friends are friends who I cry with.”
Harsh Winters. Unlike the U.S. which sees snowfall in almost all of its states,
most of India does not receive snowfall owing to its proximity to the equator. This results
in many Indian international students experiencing the snow and the accompanying harsh
winters for the very first time. The participants in this study shared that they were not
fully prepared for their first winter and realized that it became a major hurdle in their
mobility during winters. Sharing this experience, Ayesha said, “weather was a challenge
because I came in winter and I remember I did not have proper sweaters.” These students
did not own a car and hence a lot depended on how far they lived from the campus. An
example of this was Nancy sharing “weather also contributes that you cannot go outside
and walk because it's snowing. Yeah, it's a little bit challenging for sure here.” These
students also realized that the very cold temperatures played on their emotional wellbeing as well and affected their energy and enthusiasm levels as well. While the weather
may continue to be a persistent problem for some students, it was seen that the students
were able to come to terms with the weather and also retain some of their appreciation for
the snowscape during winters once they had learnt how to deal with it. This was seen in
the experience of Muskan who said, she gained, “the understanding that nature is
different in different places and I need to appreciate the beauty of it came a lot later and it
again as a part of my Yātrā and the metamorphosis.”
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Lack of Support. Having come to the U.S. these students found themselves to be
without much support until unless they made the effort to seek it for themselves.
According to Ward et al. (2001), international students tend to seek more support as
compared to domestic students. They further suggest that while they share common
issues with domestic students, international students tend to have issues that are exclusive
to international students alone. Findings of this study lend support to that claim and
demonstrate that without initial support in the U.S., Indian international students face a
lot of acculturative stress. It is here that the affective component of the ABC model of
acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was at play with evidence for psychological
adjustment that corresponded with affective outcomes. During this time and throughout
these students found their families and existing friends to be their biggest support.
Enabled by technology, these students were able to remain in touch with their support
networks back home and shared their early experiences with them to garner support. The
level of trust and sharing that happens with their parents became evident during the
interviews and showed evidence of being a reliable source of strength for the participants.
While not all Indian international students may have access to other Indian families in the
community, it was seen that those who had access to such families found it helpful and
were able to benefit from the relationship.
Being far away from their support systems in India meant that they had to also
depend on local support networks. According to past research, international students’
intercultural adjustment was found to be supported through social support network in the
new culture (Hendrickson et al., 2011, Sümer et al., 2008, Yeh and Inose, 2003). In this
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regard, the familiarity offered by the Indian Student Association (ISA) through its
programming and support services came as a help for these students. The organization,
without being invasive, made early resources such as temporary housing available to
these students during their first week before school started on a need basis. Sharing a
similar Yātrā, these students of ISA provided initial support to the participants and even
became a platform for leadership in their later years. ISA serves as a forum through
which cohort after cohort of students can gain from the collective knowledge of the
organization and then share it back to other incoming students the following semesters.
Ayesha was able to benefit immensely from her experience as an officer of ISA and also
positively affected the acculturation of many other Indian international students who
arrived after her.
The participants also relied on academic advisors and faculty mentors who were
able to provide support along the way and helped these students in navigating the U.S.
education system. Going one step further, these advisors and academic mentors were also
able to become guides to these students through their involvement in their Yātrā and
engagement beyond the classroom. This was seen in Ayesha’s experience when she came
across faculty who did not make any attempt to pronounce her name correctly. Ayesha
shared that experience by saying, “that is when we feel like they are kind of arrogant or
like they are not taking that one step of connecting … actually having a conversation.”
This was found to be in line with research which showed that the attitude of faculty
toward internationalization and international students not only have a significant effect on
their practices with international students but also these alterations of their teaching
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practices support the academic performance of their students (Cao et al., 2004). Wu et al.
(2015) have also supported the idea that colleges and universities must make an effort to
have a better understanding of these students’ academic challenges such that staff and
faculty are able to recognize students’ needs and offer support and resources.
Learning to Adapt. According to Berry’s Fourfold Model of Acculturation
(Berry, 1992, 1994; Berry et al., 1989), acculturation strategies are found to be strongly
correlated with positive adaptation wherein integration is the most desirable and
marginalization is the least desirable with assimilation and separation being moderately
successful. For these undergraduate Indian international students, the process of
adaptation also meant trying to fit in as was seen when Muskan tried to copy the
American accent. While doing so they experienced assimilation to a certain extent but
their own dissonance with what they perceived as loss of their heritage culture resulted in
them finding integration over a period of time. This is an example of when the behavior
component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was demonstrated
which was accompanied by the development of new skills that had behavioral outcomes.
An example of this is when Ayesha realized that she needed to go back to her own accent
while ensuring that she spoke slowly and in a manner that was understood by other
domestic students around her. This is an example of when the behavior component of the
ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was demonstrated which was
accompanied by the development of new skills that had behavioral outcomes. This meant
that they had to become aware of what importance their heritage culture holds for them in
the face of an acculturative challenge in a foreign land. At the same time, they realized
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that if they were to retain their heritage culture in some aspects of life, they must refuse to
change and try and fit in. This when they experienced separation, and this brought them
the satisfaction of having done something to retain their heritage culture while adapting
to the new culture here in the U.S. This is where the cognitions component of the ABC
model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes
and development of their identity. In their quest to find greater adaptation in the U.S.
these students were able to learn from other Indian international students who had been
here before them. At the same time, the participants shared that they also learned from
observing other domestic students, especially when it came to conducting themselves
within the educational setting. An example of this was when Ayesha learned from other
American domestic students in order to see how processes worked in the U.S.
During this time, it was also seen that these students were able to find better
adaptation when they were able to manage their own expectations and thus manage their
own perceptions better. Being able to manage one’s own expectations of the systems
allowed these students to find attunement with the realities on the ground and respond to
them with greater awareness. At the same time, an investigation of this gap in
expectations about the U.S. and the reality that they perceived helped them understand
that they might have given into stereotypes or misinformation or even misrepresentation
based on the information that they had access to before arriving here and experiencing
their acculturation first-hand. Channeling this awareness of what the U.S. socialacademic ecosystem expected of them also resulted in them fortifying their strategy with
an increased focus on doing well in the U.S. This was seen in the case of Ayesha as well
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as Nancy who constantly reminded that their central purpose in the U.S. was to complete
their academic programs and earn their degrees. This meant that these students were
constantly aware of their central purpose in the U.S. as students and continued to
modulate their behavior to orient themselves towards what they saw as their central
mission in the U.S. - doing well academically.
Racism and Discrimination. This is one area of the study that brought forth new
findings that were not available within the literature on Indian international students. Lee
and Rice (2007) have shared that students from different countries have reported feeling
discriminated at different levels with students from Asia reporting racism and
discrimination at a higher frequency than students from Canada, Europe, and New
Zealand. This study revealed that the participants perceive their identity in the U.S.
outside of the dominant racial framework which sees them as ‘brown’. The students
revealed that in their understanding, the discourse on identity in the U.S. was very racecentric which was not the case in India. Muskan exemplified this by saying, “race is way
more important in the United States than what it was in India.” Explaining that their
identities are more in line with that of immigrants or foreigners, these students shared that
their experience of race, racism, and discrimination was colored by their own viewpoint.
An example of this was when Nancy shared that she was generally categorized as an
Asian and that people generally viewed her as a non-native English speaker. This resulted
in these students questioning their own lived experience of racist encounters and not
being able to decipher whether their experience was that of racism or something else. It is
therefore possible that these students generally did not feel that they were subject to
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racism within the U.S. on a day-to-day basis. This finding demands additional scrutiny in
future research and holds the potential to reveal how Indian internationals are primed for
the racial discourse in the U.S. while in India.
While they shared their experience of blatant racist episodes that they were part of
were told about, they generally referred to these as isolated events. Yet, offering nuance
to their experience, they shared that their lived experience of racism and discrimination
was connected to their perception of safety in the U.S. Apprehensions about safety in the
U.S. often come up during initial discussions while deciding to apply to U.S. universities
and are fueled by past incidents that are highlighted in the media. This was the case for
Ayesha who had to convince her father that she would be safe in the U.S. yet faced an
incident where she was subjected to an episode wherein someone threw eggs on her and
asked her to “go back” to her country. Her apprehensions came to the fore when she
shared, “if someone can throw eggs, then people can also throw something else, even if
they're not being racial.”
This is one area that educational leaders must pay attention to within college
campuses and make efforts to communicate how their campuses are safe for their
students. In this study, it was found that racism takes many forms that are often implicit
and subversive in nature. The participants shared that implicit racism comes in the form
of curiosity that loses its barriers. When Indian international students are asked questions
regarding poverty in India, or India being a land of elephants and snake-charmers, or
even casteism in India in a blatant and insensitive manner, it comes across as
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disrespectful to these students. Ayesha was asked whether she traveled on elephants in
India to which she sarcastically responded, “yeah, my dad owns two.”
Another tendency that these students have witnessed amongst people in the U.S.
is to downplay the Indian traditions and accomplishments. Their own bias and perception
of India comes forth in the form of implicit bias or blatant disregard for the Indian
traditions and achievements. It is also possible that India is being viewed through the lens
of Euro-centric or western thought systems that naturally do not hold space for
indigenous knowledge systems that have thrived in the Indian subcontinent since
millennials despite centuries of foreign invasions, colonialism, and attempts at
systematically destroying the knowledge traditions of India. Sharing this experience,
Muskan said, “prejudices exist everywhere in a land that's not yours.” The understanding
that India is a diverse society with hundreds of languages and thousands of dialects, home
to the second largest population of English speakers in the world, and currently the
largest democracy in the world lends it a place of importance in the world. This reality
seems to be overshadowed by the stereotypes that mainly Bollywood, Hollywood, and
even western media outlets project onto India further fueling such racist outlook towards
India. This was recognized by the participants of this study as racism whenever they
encountered such biased outlook towards India. Muskan experienced such behavior and
came to the conclusion that “sometimes when it's repeated, I understand that it's not me,
but just them projecting their insecurities and their ideas on me.”
Homesickness. In the Yātrā of a sojourner, the theme of homesickness or missing
home is highlighted as evidenced by the lived experience of these Indian international
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students in the U.S. Midwest. Homesickness has been documented as a common
experience across all international students’ groups in the U.S. in the literature and was
found to manifest in a varied number of ways during the acculturation of the participants.
Homesickness primarily manifested as these students missing their family and friends
while in the U.S. While it is not a replacement to face-to-face in-person contact, these
Indian international students cope with the feeling of missing family and friends by
making use of web conferencing applications such as Zoom, Skype, or Messenger to
remain in touch with them. At the same time, being able to see them but the awareness of
not being in-person affected these students initially and, in their perception, exacerbated
their feeling of homesickness especially during family get-togethers and festivals. An
example of this irony was explained by Muskan saying, “being together in-person is an
entirely different thing … just the luxury of being able to cry in somebody's arms is
something different.”
These Indian international students have also shared that their feeling of
homesickness manifests in the form of them missing familiar surroundings and Indian
food. Even though the students tried to recreate the ambience of their familiar
surroundings, they were not able to get rid of their homesickness emerging from being
away from familiar surroundings. This is an example of when the behavior component of
the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was demonstrated which was
accompanied by the development of new skills that had behavioral outcomes. Similarly,
these students shared how their homesickness was exacerbated with their feeling of
missing Indian food. Giving an example Nancy said, “every event has a special food to
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eat, and I miss that too because sometimes you don't get that food here.” With very little
access to food from their culture on a consistent basis, it is understandable that the Indian
students missed Indian food in the U.S. Even though they might have access to some
restaurant at a price as well as Indian spices and ingredients at an Indian or Asian grocery
store, they missed the traditional fare that marked the various Indian festivals and
celebrations around the year. This could be understood as a form of heritage culture
retention and host culture rejection and hence classified as separation. This was
experienced by Ayesha who eventually went on to host her own events centered around
Indian festivals and organized a potluck which turned into an event that was appreciated
by other Indian international students in the community. This is an example of when the
behavior component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was
demonstrated which was accompanied by the development of new skills that had
behavioral outcomes. At times when these Indian international students tried to cook
Indian food and were unsuccessful at recreating a familiar flavor and taste, it can be said,
that they experienced marginalization. While the dining halls at U.S. universities can
start by catering to their needs by including some Indian recipes in the menu, it is
unlikely that all Indian students would be gratified by this measure. An example of this
was when Muskan said, “I was already in the place where we were having Indian food,
but it tasted nothing like what I had when I started missing the food at home and I started
associating homesickness of being at home with food.” It is here that the affective
component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was at play with
evidence for psychological adjustment that corresponded with affective outcomes.
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Nevertheless, knowing that the university is making efforts to support their acculturation
could strengthen their own resolve to adapt themselves to the food choices available to
them while helping the university attune the menu to their general requirements.
This feeling and experience of homesickness was further amplified when Indian
international students found themselves to be socially isolated. They shared that it is
during these times that they longed for all things related to their family, home, familiar
surroundings, and familiar food. It is here that the affective component of the ABC model
of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was at play with evidence for psychological
adjustment that corresponded with affective outcomes. This was seen when Nancy
shared, “I definitely need somebody to at least talk for 30 minutes, or I definitely want a
human touch or human seeing in that sense. I really need to be with people.” Without
having anyone to share their culture and traditions with, these students were left on their
own and without any sense of belonging which further exacerbated their feeling of being
so far away from those who cared for them.
Practicing One’s Faith. These Indian international students found it very
difficult to access their places of worship: a temple and Gurudwara in their city in the
U.S. Not having a very large population of Indians in the city meant that the community
did not have the places of worship that these students could visit and feel one with their
faith. This was an issue that Muskan particularly faced as an adherent of Sikhism. In a
study conducted by Philip et al. (2019), it was found that religion and spirituality play a
vital role in enhancing the psychological, cognitive, and social functioning of
international students while and affecting these students’ performance in the academic
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environment. Despite the lack of access to their places of worship, these Indian
international students professed a strong connection to their faith and explained that their
faith sustained them in the U.S. by providing them with the moral and spiritual energy
necessary to sustain their Yātrā as sojourners in the U.S. An example of this was when
Nancy said, “I am a spiritual person for sure and that helped me to balance.” At the same
time, not being able to attend and celebrate Indian social and religious festivals also
caused these Indian international students to feel homesick. When certain students take
the initiative to host festivals outside of academic setting, it was seen that they were able
to find a sense of belonging with their heritage culture and meet others who shared their
faith and customs. This was true for Ayesha who hosted a festival and, “that day, all the
people who have been living here for four to five years came to me and said, it was the
first time that they felt like home in the United States.” It is here that institutions of
higher education can do more to support their spiritual well-being as one of the
dimensions of well-being that need to be nurtured for individuals to maintain a holistic
sense of well-being.
Lack of Sense of Belonging. Research conducted on immigrant and nonimmigrant groups has indicated that the perception of sense of belonging for immigrant
students is much lower as compared to other non-immigrant students (Stebleton et al.,
2014). In line with this these findings, it was seen that their ability to foster a sense of
belonging was one the crucial factors that affected the acculturation of these
undergraduate Indian international students. When these students did not have a healthy
sense of belonging to the university, community, and the U.S. in general, they
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experienced marginalization. This is where the cognitions component of the ABC model
of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was seen to be active with active changes and
development of their identity. A lack of sense of belonging seemed to stem from the lack
of connections with other domestic and international students in the community. This was
seen in Ayesha’s case who faced a lack of sense of belonging during early in her time in
the U.S. which she shared by saying, “I talked to the counselor and the counselor
suggested that I take walks to the campus to meet new people and I did that. But then
again, that sense of belonging was not there.”
Additionally, the lack of connection with what these Indian international students
perceived as the culture of the U.S. also contributed to their feeling of a lack of sense of
belonging here in the U.S. It was seen that if these students were not making connections
locally in the U.S., they perceived their identity as sojourners to be at the forefront and
contemplated their way out of the U.S. in times to come. Their investment in the idea of
their heart lying in India was amplified when they sensed a general disconnect here in the
U.S. An example of this was when Muskan shared, “I'm a part of the American dream.
But as time went on, I realized that a huge part of me, or I guess me entirely, my soul, my
heart lies in India. It is here that college leaders and educators have a huge potential for
making a positive impact on the acculturation of these students by ensuring that there are
enough opportunities for these students to make connections locally and develop a strong
sense of belonging in the U.S. Stebleton et al. (2014) have also found in their study on
immigrant student groups that campus climate was an important factor in determining
their sense of belonging. Renn (2011) has advocated for universities to invest in creating
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actual physical spaces to support these students since they play an important role in
helping students feel connected to the campus and increase their sense of belonging.
Keeping this in mind, finding ways in which the culture and traditions of India can be
celebrated by these students within U.S. universities to create physical spaces that these
students can connect to would also enable a healthy sense of belonging for these students.
College leaders can seriously consider the impact of physical spaces such as multicultural
centers or international student hubs in enabling a healthy sense of belonging for Indian
international students on their campuses.
Along with that, finding a sense of connection to the customs and traditions of the
U.S. could help these students develop a sense of belonging. It is also worth investigating
if developing a host family program that would pair willing Indian international students
with domestic families could be started within their own communities. Doing so would
not only help these students connect with the host family and learn about the traditions
and culture of the U.S. from their perspective but also make connections outside of the
university setting that oftentimes is the most difficult part of their acculturation process.
This need was seen to be echoed through the words of Muskan who said, “I'm an
intentional person and having a connection with somebody outside the university or just
maybe who have no relation to the university .... It could even be like a shop owner to
talk to about anything would be nice.”
It was seen that Indian international students feel encouraged and recognized in
positions of responsibility within the community as was in the case of Ayesha, Nancy,
and Muskan. Therefore, effort must be made to ensure that forums and platforms for
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exercising their leadership and service are made available to these students through
student organizations or campus jobs. Muskan was able to be selected as a Resident
Assistant after a very selective and competitive process which aided in developing their
sense of belonging as well as value in the community.
Mental Health Challenges. As is the case with many international students,
undergraduate Indian international students also face mental health stressors and
challenges as part of their acculturation and sojourn in the U.S. While mental health
issues could be pre-existing in these students as is the case with domestic students as well
as students from other countries as well, it is seen that their overall acculturation in the
U.S. gives rise to many acculturative stressors as discussed within this chapter that
directly affects their mental health. This was exemplified when Nancy shared, “at times
of stress when you have to do this and that, back in my country when you used to have
that warmth and that love, that stress was not seen in my life. You could not see that
stress on my face.” When these students face isolation while in the U.S., their mental
health challenges can exacerbate and adversely affect their health and well-being. It is
here that the affective component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al.
(2001) was at play with evidence for psychological adjustment that corresponded with
affective outcomes. An example of this was seen in Nancy’s experience of isolation
which she shared by saying, “those 10 days taught me so many things that I should never
stay alone because I feel staying alone comes with a lot of negative thoughts, even if it's
your own house.” In fact, it is possible that these students perceive their stress level to
have increased while in the U.S. while facing a lack of belonging and support in the U.S.
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In line with this finding, research conducted by Yi et al. (2003) over six years had found
that international students tend to lean on family and friends when having difficulties or
psychological concerns instead of utilizing counseling services. Additionally, it was seen
that these international students considered counseling a replacement for when someone
did not have friends or family to support them. It is also seen that these students may
adopt negative coping mechanisms and indulge in substance abuse to alleviate their stress
and eventually end up exacerbating their mental health challenges and worsening their
health.
When it comes to evaluating the help-seeking attitudes of Indian international
students, this study found that the students demonstrated an awareness of the resources
available to them along with an openness to seeking help that has not been prevalent
amongst all students as seen in the literature (Zivin et al., 2009). Ayesha being aware and
proactively seeking professional mental health support early during her time in the U.S. is
an example of this. This is an example of when the behavior component of the ABC
model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was demonstrated which was accompanied
by the development of new skills that had behavioral outcomes. This study also showed
that these students demonstrated a high level of grit and resilience when it came to
addressing their stressors and mental health challenges. Through the adoption of attitudes
that engaged their own grit and resilience along with positive affirmations, they were
generally able to encounter various challenges in their own lives. It is here that the
affective component of the ABC model of acculturation by Ward et al. (2001) was at play
with evidence for psychological adjustment that corresponded with affective outcomes.
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Similarly, these students shared that they were able to shield themselves from
unwarranted criticism by not paying attention to them. These findings indicate that these
Indian international students may be less prone to mental health issues based on the
attitudes that they hold about their failure and criticism from others. An example of this
was Nancy sharing that “everything is in your head” and, “I'm the best friend of mine.”
This resilience is something that can be further invested in and enhanced by college
leaders in the U.S. while ensuring that it does not come in the way of these students
seeking timely mental health interventions whenever the need arises. At the same time,
there is a need for research that specifically explores this dimension of preparedness for
dealing with mental health challenges.
While the students themselves may be open to seeking help, they shared that
people from the older generation in their family may not be as open. This lack of
openness can be attributed to a general lack of awareness about mental health issues. This
would mean that the students would themselves be under pressure while sharing their
mental health challenges with their family knowing that they might not be so supportive
of seeking professional help. In this study, this was evident in the case of Ayesha who felt
that her friends were “having that stigma and stereotype about counseling.” What can be
even more problematic is the general apathy and reluctance of the students and their
families to address mental health challenges. This is where colleges and universities must
dedicate efforts towards ensuring that any negative stereotypes surrounding the issue of
mental health are addressed and resolved within the student community.
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Immigration Rules and Regulations. Yet another acculturative stressor that
these students encounter not only during their time in the U.S. but much before they
arrive here in the U.S. is the intricate web of immigration rules and policies. Beginning
right from when they decide to apply to U.S. universities from India, they are required to
continually remain informed and aware of the immigration and work-related policies that
continue to govern their life while they sojourn in the U.S. An example of how this
affects students was seen in the experience of Ayesha who said, “every time it is kind of
poking and making me realize that I'm an outsider, that's why I have to do it.” This
confusion and stress accompanying the immigration-related policy changes only got
amplified during the pandemic when the Student and Exchange Visitor Program (SEVP),
a division of the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agency prohibited all
international students from taking all of their classes online during the height of the
pandemic. While ICE eventually agreed to roll back its directive in the face of litigation
from universities, the preceding confusion and uncertainty had become a stressor for
many Indian international students whose universities had stopped in-person classes. This
was also reflected in a study on Chinese international students who had to not only deal
with cumbersome immigration policies but also undergo a role conflict as they:
pretend to be dedicated students who are legally in the United States only
temporarily to pursue their advanced degrees, yet they secretly want to remain in
the United States after their graduation and find a way, though it is not
guaranteed, to acquire permanent resident status or US citizenship (Yan &
Berliner, 2013, p. 78).
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While the participants did not explicitly mention that they wanted to gain U.S.
citizenship, they expressed a desire to find employment after their graduation, as in the
case of Ayesha. A lesson for colleges and universities out of such an unprecedented
situation was that they could mitigate the damages by making sure that they kept their
students well informed on a consistent basis. It must also be on the mind of college
administrators that college offices and departments must be made aware of the workrelated immigration policies that govern international students' employment on and offcampus.
Lack of Mobility. Like many other international students, these Indian
international students also experienced the difficulty of lack of mobility caused by not
having a vehicle or their own in the U.S. The participants explained that while there was
a basic mode of public transport available within the city, traveling long distances or even
to the next town was often an issue. Even if they availed the services of public transport,
which was made available to the students free-of-cost in the form of a bus pass, they
experienced mobility issues, especially during the winter when the weather was harsh.
This is an issue that has a multitude of ramifications for these students ranging from their
ability to get from one place to another, procure grocery supplies, visit family and
friends, access places of worship, visit shopping centers, or even travel safely during the
winters. In a way, the students in this study were able to find a way around this challenge
by deciding to pool in the money needed for a delivery service and get their groceries
delivered to them. At the same time, the students learnt to navigate within the city by
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using public transport even though it became increasingly difficult during the winters and
especially when they lived off-campus.
Limitations of the Study
The Demographic Diversity of India Cannot Be Fully Represented
While this study touches upon varied aspects of their acculturation, it is possible
that not all the experiences of undergraduate Indian international students are captured
within this study owing to its relatively small sample size of three participants. India is a
large country spanning more than a million square miles with thousands of ethnic groups,
hundreds of languages and dialects, and much variance in the very experience of life.
This demographic diversity means that having an increased number of participants from
different parts of India sampled for variance in their backgrounds, identities, and past
experiences could add further understanding about their experience of acculturation in the
U.S. While many aspects of their lived experience of acculturation may be touched upon
within this study, the demographic diversity of India cannot be fully represented within a
singular study and account for all the experiences of undergraduate international students
from India.
U.S. Midwestern Context May Not Be Applicable Across the U.S.
Just like India, the U.S. is also a very large country and is home to a lot of
immigrants from around the world since its very foundation as a nation. While the
country is majorly dominated by people who can be racially classified as white, there are
regions and states within the U.S. that vary in the concentration of people of color. Since
this study focused on the U.S. Midwest where people of color form the smallest
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collective within the U.S., it is possible that the lived experiences of acculturation for
Indian international students could look different elsewhere. Therefore, even though there
might be a lot of overlap in the experiences of these students in regions where people of
color and Indian immigrants are present in larger numbers, the findings from this study
may not be fully applicable to the experiences of those students.
The Role of Gender in the Yātrā of These Students Remains to be Fully Understood
While the intention of this study was not to focus solely on the experiences of
female participants, it has inadvertently been limited to just the experiences of three
undergraduate Indian international students who identified as female. What differences, if
any, in their Yātrā would have been affected by their gender was not explored within this
study. It can be speculated that the experiences of individuals in the U.S. differed
according to their gender and hence was not fully captured within this study. It is possible
that factors such as their family’s perceptions of safety in the U.S., especially for these
young women could have played a vital role in their decision-making process while
deciding to come to the U.S. for higher education. Furthermore, gender roles and
stereotypes in India play out differently for people across the gender spectrum which
arguably affect their acculturation in the U.S. This nuance has not been captured within
this study.
Implications of the Study
This study brought to the fore various ways in which undergraduate Indian
international students experience acculturation in the U.S. This study was also able to
shed light on the merits of their acculturation in the U.S. and make the argument that not
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all of acculturation is a negative and challenging experience. This study highlights the
finding that the experience of living abroad brings with it many positive changes that
these students can adjust to and learn how to adapt to their life in the U.S. without
necessarily experiencing acculturative stressors. Looking at it from the lens of Berry’s
Fourfold Model of Acculturation (Berry, 1992, 1994; Berry, et al., 1989), it was seen that
the findings of this study were consistent with the predictions of the model that when
faced with acculturation, students experience the most stress when they experience
marginalization, less stress during separation and assimilation, and the least stress during
integration. Along with this finding, this study introduced the idea of Yātrā to encompass
the multi-dimensional journey that is undertaken by these students during their
acculturation. This study further highlights how these students saw their Yātrā as a
journey of self-growth. What undergraduate Indian international students as young adults
navigate their own developmental process in the U.S. and form identities through an
interactive process of acceptance and rejection of their heritage and host cultures was
presented as findings of this study. This study serves as a snapshot of the socio-cultural
changes that are occurring in India as well as the U.S. and are reflected through the lived
experiences of the participants of this study. This study also addresses the issue of racism
and discrimination as encountered by these students and examines the meanings that
these students attribute to their identity as ‘brown’ or as people of color in the U.S. In
essence, this study contributes to the literature on Indian international students in the U.S.
which is very scant and provides guidelines for practitioners and researchers as well. This
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study also serves as a call for further research on this population which continues to
remain a very important demographic for U.S. institutions of higher education.
Implications for Practice
From the lived experience of acculturation of these students and their coping
strategies, it became apparent that their acculturative stressors could be alleviated through
deliberated interventions by faculty, staff, and institutional leaders. These implications
for practice stem from the observations that these students experience acculturative
stressors in the following areas: language and accent, food, financial, educational,
developing friendships, harsh winters, lack of support, learning to adapt, racism and
discrimination, homesickness, practicing one's faith, lack of sense of belonging, mental
health challenges, immigration rules and regulations, and lack of mobility. While the
findings of this study could serve as recommendations for practice based on the lived
experience of the participants of this study, it is to be kept in mind that this study
included only three participants. While this sample size was sufficient to generate an indepth understanding of the Yātrā of undergraduate Indian international students, it might
not cover the entire breadth of the lived experience of these students in general. Because
India is a country with a rich diversity of culture and traditions intermingling with a range
of educational access and financial opportunities, the resulting spectrum of individual
lived experiences of these students cannot be fully encompassed within this single study.
Therefore, the following section offers implications for practice owing to the small scale
of this study. Addressing the research questions, critical findings from this study serve as
implications for practice for leaders of educational institutions as well as faculty and staff
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that seek to support the acculturation of these undergraduate Indian international
students’ experience in the U.S. Based on the findings of this study, two main themes
emerge which encapsulate all the implications for practice: (i) implications focused on
supporting Indian international students and (ii) implications focused on educating Indian
international students.
Implications Focused on Supporting Indian International Students
The findings of this study revealed that undergraduate Indian international
students need a lot of support during their acculturation process in the U.S. Even though
they are able to come up with effective coping strategies on their own over time,
educational institutions can enable a healthy acculturation for them by ensuring that they
feel supported while in the U.S. The lived experience of acculturation for undergraduate
Indian international students in this study points to the fact that they experience
acculturative stressors of these students can be alleviated through support from the
institutions that host them. This support strategy must be centered around ensuring that
the institutional culture is conducive to these students being able to exercise and engage
their identities. Support strategies revolving around ensuring that they are able to enhance
their social and cultural networks early during their time in the U.S. could aid their sense
of belonging in the U.S. With that end in mind, the following are the implications of this
study that focus on supporting undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S.:
1. Developing a peer networking program that would connect domestic students
with Indian international students and other international students that would help
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in forming initial networks for international students while providing a global
perspective to domestic students.
2. Developing a host family program in the community to connect these students
with families who would introduce and help find immersion in the culture and
traditions of the U.S. outside of an educational setting.
3. Providing opportunities for social and cultural contact for these students with
other international students to foster intercultural connections that could help
these students see their acculturation through lenses that are non-Indian.
4. Aiding the celebration of Indian traditions and festivals under the leadership of
the Indian international students to help diversify the campus culture as well as
help alleviate homesickness for these students.
5. Ensuring that faculty and staff make the effort to understand the Yātrā of their
students and encourage them as mentors and guides to adopt perspectives and
behavior that support their integration strategies for coping with acculturative
stressors.
6. Ensuring that faculty and advisors have a heightened sensitivity to the language
issues of these students through implicit bias training and are willing to work with
them to support their expression and encourage their voice within the classroom.
Implications Focused on Educating Indian International Students
The findings of this study also pointed towards the fact that the acculturative
stressors of these students can be addressed through healthy coping strategies. When
these students held a positive attitude that enabled their grit and resilience, it was seen
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that they were able to cope with their challenges emerging from their acculturation more
effectively. At the same time, it was seen that these students were able to combat their
acculturative stressors more efficiently when they were equipped with relevant
knowledge about the customs, traditions, and systems in the U.S. It was also found that
institutions would do well to help these students begin their acculturation by enabling
their learning through online modules even before they arrived in the U.S. This could
then be further supplemented through in-person training and ongoing education once they
arrived here. Based on this understanding, the following implications of this study focus
on educating Indian international students:
1. Sensitizing Indian international students to communication norms in the U.S. and
ensuring that they are aware of strategies to ensure that they are able to express
themselves without inhibitions.
2. Helping engage the racial and ethnic identity of these students from the
perspective that they adopt for themselves. It is possible that these students would
not be identifying as ‘brown’ since the identity discourse in India is not racecentric.
3. Raising awareness about implicit bias and racism in the context of international
students to sensitize them about respectful discourse across cultures. Similarly,
orienting them to social norms and customs of the U.S. even before their arrival in
the U.S. through video modules and implicit bias training.
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4. Ensuring that these students are aware of the mental health resources available to
the students and can develop a positive attitude towards seeking professional
mental health support.
5. Ensuring that there is an emphasis on explaining the academic integrity standards
with a special focus on plagiarism even before the on-campus orientation.
6. Incoming students must be offered training through cross-cultural orientation
programs and cultural sensitization which can be delivered online for them to be
equipped to deal with acculturative stressors even before their arrival in the U.S.
These training can be later supplemented with simulations and role-plays once the
students arrive in the U.S.
Recommendations for Future Research
First of all, this research study introduced the idea of Yātrā to understand the
acculturation of Indian international students in the U.S. The findings of this study
highlighted how the lived experience of acculturation for Indian international students
can be viewed holistically through the framework of Yātrā. Since acculturation spans the
entire spectrum of lived experience of international students as sojourners within the
U.S., future research must center the lived experience of acculturation of these students to
gain a better understanding of their time in the U.S. Since the main focus of this study
was to center and amplify the voices of Indian international students in uncovering the
meaning that they attach to their acculturation, the framework of Yātrā was introduced
and explored only to a certain extent. There is a need for this framework of Yātrā to be
explored fully and this is where researchers can dedicate their efforts towards developing
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a theory of Yātrā to explain the acculturation of Indian international students grounded in
the findings of this study as well as other future studies on this topic. Future research
could adopt an inductive qualitative research method such as grounded theory which
would generate a theory to explain the process involved in the Yātrā of these students.
Guided by the principles of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), this study
focused on the lived experiences of acculturation for three participants to gain an in-depth
and rich understanding of a shared phenomenon. At the same time, there is a need for
future research to be dedicated to gaining a better understanding of acculturation for a
larger sampling of students using varied research methods. Using grounded theory as a
research method would enable engaging larger sample sizes to account for the diversity
within the population and enable a greater degree of convergence and divergence
between the Yātrā of a large number of individuals.
Secondly, while this study focused on the lived experiences of undergraduate
Indian international students in the U.S. Midwest, there is a need for research on the same
population with a focus on the other regions of the U.S. and the U.S. as a whole. This will
help in understanding if the conditions that are created in the Midwest, known to have the
least percentage of Asians within the U.S. look different elsewhere within the country.
Focusing on other geographical areas within the U.S. with greater racial diversity could
help shed light on whether the experience of acculturation differs based on this
difference.
Similarly, what this study did not uncover was the specific role played by the
specific identities of these students related to variables such as gender, religion, food
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choices, and other socio-economic factors such as their place of origin in India, their
economic standing, or even the extent of educational attainment within their families that
can contribute to their social capital in the U.S. Specifically when it came to the role of
gender, this study invariably had three female-identifying participants since gender was
not one of the criterion for selection. Future studies could be purposeful in sampling
individuals who identified differently and thus uncover variances in the experience of
these students emerging from their gender identities alone. It is possible that owing to the
gender roles and societal expectations emerging from stereotypical gender roles in India,
the experiences of these students may have a lot of variance while in the U.S. Similarly,
this study was conducted at a R1-level research university in the U.S. Midwest and
whether factors here in the U.S. could have contributed differently to their lived
experience of acculturation remains to be fully investigated. Future studies could account
for the lived experience of Indian international students across diverse institutional types
such as community colleges, historically Black colleges and universities, predominantly
Hispanic-serving institutions, private institutions, amongst others since context influences
the lived experience of these students.
Thirdly, researchers could also examine the experiences of Indian international
students through lenses other than acculturation to develop a more wholesome narrative
and provide practitioners with more insights about support strategies for these students.
While this study has made a case for studying the lived experience of these students by
centering the phenomenon of acculturation, the gap in literature on the experiences of
these students remains wide enough for other frameworks to be used to explore additional
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dimensions of their experience in the U.S. Studies focusing on specific acculturative
stressors that were discovered within the experience of these students through this study
could be studied specifically to explore additional dimensions of their experience. Doing
so could help in uncovering other aspects of Yātrā that may not have been fully explored
within this study owing to the small sample size of three participants. Also, this study
focused on students who had been in the U.S. for at least one year since the idea was to
engage the acculturation experience along with the coping strategies of these students
while dealing with their acculturative stressors over a sufficient period of time. Future
studies can focus on understanding the experience of first year undergraduate Indian
international students using different frameworks and focus on other dimensions of their
early experience in the U.S.
This is where frameworks such as Critical Race Theory (CRT) can be engaged to
understand the lived experience of race for these students within their experience as
sojourners and immigrants. It is possible that using a larger sampling might reveal a
variance in perceptions regarding race and discrimination based on the backgrounds of
the participants as well as where they are located within the U.S. which could be
amplified through the use of a race-focused theory such as CRT. At the same time, the
findings of this study indicate that researchers must keep in mind that the identity of these
students as they see themselves must be centered within the narrative. The findings of
this study revealed that these students found it difficult to see themselves as “brown” and
thus did not fully subscribe to the postulations of CRT which argues for the centrality of
race and racism in their experience. While some researchers study the experience of
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international students with a heavy focus on their experience of racism and discrimination
on U.S. college campuses or the U.S. in general, this study took a holistic approach to
understanding the experiences of Indian international students as immigrants – an identity
that was found to be more encompassing of their experiences than their race.
While it is known that race-based theories such as Critical Race Theory (CRT)
stem largely from US-based social dynamics and legal studies, researchers have made the
case to include transnationalism within the ambit of CRT, which generally remains U.S.
centric (Yao et al., 2019). While a case can be made that the U.S. has long had an
internationalized context and that international students’ experiences also include racebased experiences, this study aimed to map whether undergraduate Indian international
students saw race as a central aspect of their Yātrā. As is evident from the findings of this
study, race did not feature as the most prominent aspect of their experience in the U.S.
Researchers like Yao et al. (2019) have made the case that while these students may
experience a shift in how they perceive their racial identity, they nevertheless remain
‘raced’ in the U.S. While that may be true, this perspective does not fully account for the
self-identification of these students. Prior research by Mitchell Jr. et al. (2017) also found
that international students felt that the focus on racial categorization in the public
discourse felt forced and thus “forcing the issue” was unnatural. Within this study, it was
seen that the racial identity of undergraduate Indian international students was not fully
engaged within their experience of the socio-political discourse on race in the U.S. What
featured more prominently was their experience of them being perceived as ‘immigrants’
by people of all races in the U.S. Furthermore, the participants of this study also felt that
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while having inequitable histories, both the white and black races viewed them as
‘outsiders’ in the U.S., which they themselves agreed with. Thus, it can be argued that
these students subscribe to multiple identities as immigrants from India within which race
does not feature prominently for all individuals. Therefore, researchers must be careful
while using critical theories such as CRT which would not account for the entirety of
their experiences emerging from identities other than race. With this argument, this study
investigated factors beyond race and unrelated to their racial identities that affected their
experience in the U.S. using the framework of Yātrā.
Fourth, future studies can be designed to account for the longitudinal changes that
occur within individuals and track the change in their perceptions, experiences, and
cognitions about their overall experience in the U.S. This could help in understanding the
process of change that occurs within their attitudes, beliefs, and behavior and gaining a
better understanding of their beliefs about issues such as race and racism in the U.S.
Researchers could begin tracking the attitudes and beliefs of these undergraduate Indian
international students even before they arrive here in the U.S. for the first time. Though
multiple interviews along the way and by having the student engage in journaling,
researchers could then seek to understand how longitudinal changes affect their attitudes
and beliefs regarding various aspects of their identity over time.
Fifth, future studies can also focus exclusively on the lived experience of
graduate-level Indian international students and bring to fore their acculturative stressors
and coping mechanisms. Studying this demographic holds importance since most of the
current Indian international students in the U.S. are graduate-level students. This would
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help in providing a wholesome account of the experience of Indian international students
in the U.S. that accounts for both the undergraduate as well as graduate-level students. At
the same time, there is a dearth of studies that have focused exclusively on the lived
experience of graduate-level Indian international students in the U.S. Studying this
population separately from the undergraduate population could help shed additional light
on what differences exist between the acculturation of these students at these two
educational levels. This would also help in understanding what acculturative stressors
manifest differently and more gravely in the undergraduate or graduate student
populations. This would thus enable college leaders in providing streamlined support for
these students while being sensitive to the specific population as well as the context
within which they exist.
Conclusions
The main purpose of this phenomenological dissertation was to study the
acculturation and sojourner experience of Ayesha, Muskan, and Nancy, all of whom were
female-identifying undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S. Midwest.
Through the process of two semi-structured informal interviews that were spaced at least
a week apart with each of the participants of this study, their acculturation and sojourner
experience was documented. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), the
interview data was analyzed and themes were constructed with the idea of amplifying the
voice of the participants that was so far found to be lacking within the literature on the
acculturation of international students in the U.S. Doing this helped in answering the two
research questions of the study (i) How do undergraduate Indian international students

235
experience acculturation and sojourner adjustment in the U.S.? and (ii) What strategies do
undergraduate Indian international students employ to cope with their acculturation
stressors in the U.S.? The findings of this study support the predictions of Berry’s
Fourfold Model of Acculturation (Berry, 1992, 1994; Berry, et al., 1989). It was seen that
integration was more desirable with marginalization being the least desirable for these
students. Similarly, adopting the strategies of separation and assimilation had mixed
results for these students and were more desirable than marginalization and less desirable
than integration.
Additionally, using the ABC Model of Acculturation as presented by Ward et al.
(2001) which builds on Berry’s work enabled the study of how Indian international
students feel, behave, and think or make meaning of their lived experience of
acculturation in the U.S. This study engaged the idea of the Sanskrit term Yātrā which
encapsulated the physical, mental, emotional, psychological, and social journey that these
students undertake while migrating from their heritage culture in India to the receiving
culture in the U.S. to explain their experience of acculturation in the U.S. In response to
the first research question, it was found that undergraduate Indian international students
view their Yātrā as a journey of self-discovery while experiencing both the merits of
living in the U.S. as well as the challenges of the acculturative stressors. Specifically
responding to the second research question, this study uncovered the coping strategies
employed by the students in response to the acculturative stressors.
The findings of this study mainly document the sojourner and acculturation
experiences of Ayesha, Muskan, and Nancy who shared their Yātrā with me very
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enthusiastically as part of this study. I have made a sincere attempt at placing their
narrative of their Yātrā at the center of this study and co-created the meaning of their
experiences and showcasing how it has shaped their lived experience in the U.S.
Immersed in the lexicon of the students, this phenomenological study of acculturation
centers the voice of Indian international students with an account of their acculturative
stressors and coping strategies with implications for practice for educational leaders. This
study has highlighted the grit and resilience of these undergraduate Indian international
students to not only acculturate but also thrive as responsible and contributing members
of their communities in the U.S.
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APPENDIX A: Round One Interview Protocol
Yātrā: A Phenomenology Acculturation and Sojourner Experience of Indian International
Students in the United States: Round One Interview

Interview Set-Up (Approximately 10 minutes)
Overview
Welcome and thank the participant.
Review the purpose of the study and the interview:
● To understand the lived experience of acculturation and sojourner adjustment of
undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S. Midwest.
● To understand the strategies that undergraduate Indian international students
employ to cope with their acculturation stressors in the U.S.
● To understand the Yātrā of Indian undergraduate students through the interaction
of their dual identities of “international student” and, “immigrant.”
You were selected for participation in this interview as you meet the following
criteria:
1. Criterion 1 - The participant must be an international student from India enrolled
in an undergraduate program in an R1-level research university in the Midwestbased on the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (Center
for Postsecondary Research Indiana University School of Education, 2016)
2. Criterion 2 - The participant must be at least 19 years of age.
3. Criterion 3 – The participant must have completed at least one academic year in
the U.S. on a F1-visa.
Description of the Interview Process:
● Informed consent
● Recording of the Zoom interview
● Confidentiality and privacy: Ask for a pseudonym from the participant
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● Two interviews of 30-45 minutes each
● Information on counseling resources, incentives, and contact information

Intro Script: Before we begin, I would like to ask you to choose a name other than your
own to refer to during the interview. This is to protect your identity in recordings.
Going forth I will address you as ______________ in our interviews. Do you have any
questions before we begin the interview?

Interview Questions (45 minutes)
Topic Area #1: Yātrā – Journey and Discovery of Cultural Difference.
Preface: You must be aware that in Sanskrit, Yātrā means “journey” and Pravās means
“temporary residence abroad” or “absence from home.” The reason for calling this study
Yātrā is to acknowledge and understand not only the physical but also the psychological
and social journey that Indian international students undertake while in a state of Pravās.
1.

With this background, could you share more about your Yātrā as an
international student and immigrant in the U.S.?

2.

Most Indian students come to the U.S. to pursue graduate programs. What
drew you to the U.S. for an undergraduate program? What role did your family
play in it?

Topic Area #2: Acculturation, Stressors, and Coping Strategies
1.

What challenges have you faced here in the U.S.? What strategies have you
used to overcome those challenges?

2.

How do you feel about trying to “fit in” with your idea of the culture of the
U.S.?

3.

What changes did you have to adopt since coming to the U.S? How do you
feel?
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4.

What aspects of the U.S. culture have you chosen to not adopt? Why?

Topic Area #3: Race, Identity, and Self-Image
1.

Have there been any changes in how you see yourself or how you identify
since you arrived in the U.S.?

2.

Have there been any changes in how others in India or here see or identify
you?

3.

What is your perception regarding your race and identity as an Indian in the
U.S.?

4.

How do you feel about the representation of your identity in the racial
discourse of the U.S.? Do you feel valued and respected by others because of
your race?

5.

How do you feel when you are seen or classified as a “person of color” in the
U.S.?

6.

What has been your experience of discrimination in the U.S.? Have you
personally felt discriminated against in the U.S.? What feelings and emotions
did you experience? How do you deal with it?

Interview Wrap-Up and Conclusion
● Thank the participant for their time and involvement in the interview.
● Confirm their incentive preference and details of the business they want their gift
card from. Remind them that the incentive would be provided after the
completion of the second interview.
● Remind the participant about the second and final interview. Confirm that they
would be still available for the interview.
● Ensure them that their identity would remain confidential in the research
transcripts.
● Share information regarding where to find the completed study.
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● Provide counseling resources to the student.
● Answer any final questions.
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APPENDIX B: Round Two Interview Protocol
Yātrā: A Phenomenology Acculturation and Sojourner Experience of Indian International
Students in the United States

Interview Set-Up (Approximately 5 minutes)
Overview
Thank the participant for coming back and welcome them.
Review the purpose of the study and the interview:
● To understand the lived experience of acculturation and sojourner adjustment of
undergraduate Indian international students in the U.S. Midwest.
● To understand the strategies that undergraduate Indian international students
employ to cope with their acculturation stressors in the U.S.
● To understand the Yātrā of Indian undergraduate students through the interaction
of their dual identities of “international student” and, “immigrant.”
Remind the participant that this is the second and final interview. Ask them if they have
additional questions before beginning.

Interview Questions (45 minutes)
Intro Script: Before we begin, I would like to confirm that we can continue to address you
by the pseudonym __________ from the first interview. This is to continue protecting your
identity in the recordings.
Topic Area #1: Social Connections, Support Network, and Sense of Belongingness
1.

What has been your experience of homesickness since you arrived from India?
What feelings and emotions are associated with homesickness? How do you
deal with it?

2.

How would you explain your sense of belonging in the U.S.? Do you belong
here?

3.

How is your support network in the U.S.? Who are these people?

4.

Who do you spend more time with - American or Indian students? Why?
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5.

What has been your experience with social isolation and lack of social support?

6.

Do you think American students have any difficulty understanding what you
have to say in your general interactions?

Topic Area #2: Academic Adjustment
1.

Does your race or identity as an Indian play any role in your experience as a
student?

2.

How has your transition from India to the U.S. affected your academic pursuit?

3.

What factors have challenged and supported your academic journey in the
U.S.?

4.

How have you managed to keep your focus on doing well academically?

Topic Area #3: Mental Health Challenges and Help-Seeking Attitudes
1.

How has your move to the U.S. affected your mental health?

2.

If need be, how comfortable are you with seeking professional help for your
mental health issues?

3.

What is the attitude of your family and close friends regarding seeking
professional support for mental health issues?

Topic Area #4: Insights on Support and Institutional Interventions
1.

What could your university have done differently to address your challenges?

2.

How has your university helped supported your Yātrā?

3.

What would you have done differently if you had your current knowledge
gained from your experience in the US before coming to the US?

4.

What advice do you have to give to other Indian students who are thinking of
coming to the US for their higher education?

5.

What advice do you have for college leaders for students like you?

262

Interview Wrap-Up and Conclusion
● Thank the participant for their time and involvement in the interviews.
● Ensure them that their identity would remain confidential in the research
transcripts.
● Share information regarding where to find the completed study.
● Provide counseling resources to the student.
● Provide incentives to the student if they have opted for it.
● Answer any final questions.

APPENDIX C: Email Based Informed Consent Form
IRB Project ID #: 20689
1. Participant Study Title: Yātrā: A Phenomenology of Acculturation and Sojourner
Experience of Indian International Students in the U.S.
2. Invitation
Dear participant,
My name is Pankaj Desai. I am conducting a study on the experiences of undergraduate
Indian international students in the U.S. Midwest.
If you are 19 years of age or older and have completed at least one academic year in the
U.S. at the undergraduate level on a F-1 visa you may participate in this research.
Additionally, you need to be available to participate in two 30-45 minutes interviews on
two separate days before December 24 (tentative date 4 weeks after IRB approval).
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3. What is the reason for doing this research study?
This is a research project that focuses on the lived experience of acculturation and
sojourner adjustment of Indian international students in the U.S. and its interactions with
their sense of well-being.
Currently, very little is known about the experiences of this student population because of
lack of exclusive focus on them and grouping them with other “Asian” or “international”
students in the literature.
Definitions of Terms:
● Acculturation - a dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes
place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their
individual members.
● Sojourner adjustment - the psychological adjustment of relatively short-term
visitors to new cultures.
● Acculturative stress - a particular kind of stress in which the stressors have their
source in the process of acculturation and are marked by a particular set of stress
manifestations such as lowered mental health status, feelings of marginality and
alienation, and heightened psychosomatic and psychological symptom level.
● Coping strategies - the various tactics students adopted to adjust to the tensions of
the academic/cultural transition.

This study aims to generate recommendations for higher education administrators and
educators for not only academically supporting these students but also helping them find
greater cultural integration during their time in the United States.
These recommendations could potentially serve as guides for higher education leaders
and student affairs practitioners in developing support strategies and interventions that
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aid the healthy sojourner adjustment of undergraduate Indian international students in the
U.S. in times to come.
4. What will be done during this research study?
Participation in this study will require approximately 70-90 minutes. You will be required
to complete two interviews of 45 minutes each.
These interviews will be conducted online via Zoom web conferencing software. The
exact time of these interviews can be decided based on our schedule. These interviews
will need to be conducted on separate days within a span of 7-10 days. The primary
investigator will send you a confirmation email with the Zoom meeting link before the
interview.
You will be asked to answer a series of questions during these interviews. These
questions will seek to understand your experience as an undergraduate Indian
international student in the U.S.
The interview will be in the format of a semi-structured interview. This means that the
interview will be guided by a set of questions prepared in advance by the principal
investigator. Wherever necessary, the interview will also include follow-up questions
from the principal investigator in order to better understand your experience regarding
one aspect of your transition to the U.S.
Participation will take place online via Zoom. You are free to log onto the Zoom meeting
from any location of your choice. You are requested to locate yourself in a quiet place
where you can complete the interview without being interrupted by others or by loud
noises.
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5. What are the possible risks of being in this research study?
There are minimal risks to you from being a participant in this research study. However,
it is possible that as participants get involved in sharing their personal experiences, they
may experience mild to moderate emotional distress. The primary investigator will not
force the participants to continue sharing any distressing experience and participants are
free to stop discussing disturbing content at any time during the interview process.
Information regarding counseling services offered at the participants’ institution would be
shared with the participants at the conclusion of the interview.
Participants may decline to answer a question or choose to withdraw from the study at
any time.
6. What are the possible benefits to you?
This study will provide you with an opportunity to:
● inform educational researchers about the lived experience of acculturation and
sojourner adjustment of Indian international students in the U.S.
● share how your acculturation interacted with your sense of well-being.
● share what experiences act as acculturative stressors and what coping strategies
you used to overcome them.
● share the story of your own journey as an Indian international student in the U.S.
● lend your voice to this study that aims to amplify the voices of Indian
international students.
● share recommendations for higher education administrators and educators for not
only academically supporting these students but also helping them find greater
cultural integration during their time in the United States.
However, you may not get any benefit from being in this research study.
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7. Will you be compensated for being in this research study?
You will have the choice of selecting one of the two options. Please indicate your choice
below by selecting one of the two checkboxes:

☐

Option 1: $20 for participating in this study in the form of an eGiftCard to a

business of your choice that can be procured online by the primary investigator.

☐ Option 2: You choose to forgo your compensation in favor of the $20 being
donated to a social cause - 'Gift a Smile' by the primary investigator. 'Gift a Smile'
is an innovative school and service program for children and their communities in
rural India that is committed to making holistic education accessible to children in
rural areas.
Compensation, if you choose to take in the form of the $20 eGiftCard, will be provided at
the end of the final interview. If your participation ends before the visit is complete, you
will not receive any payment.
8. How will information about you be protected?
Reasonable steps will be taken to protect the privacy and the confidentiality of your study
data; however, in some circumstances we cannot guarantee absolute privacy and/or
confidentiality.
This study involves the collection of private information (name, dates, etc.). Even if
identifiers (name, dates, etc.) are removed, information collected as part of research will
not be used or distributed for future research studies. The researchers will never share
information that would allow participants to be identified. During the study participants
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will be asked to share a pseudonym. This pseudonym will be used to code the transcripts
instead of the actual names of the participants.
The research records will be securely stored electronically through University approved
methods and will only be seen by the research team and/or those authorized to view,
access, or use the records during and after the study is complete. Identifiable research
records will be retained until December 31, 2024 or at least three years beyond the
closure of termination of the study, whichever is later. After this time frame, identifiable
research records will be deleted. Non-identifiable data such as the transcripts with the
pseudonym will be retained beyond this date.
Those who will have access to your research records are the study personnel, the
Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency, or sponsor as required
by law or contract or institutional responsibility. The information from this study may be
published in scientific journals or presented at scientific meetings and may be reported
individually, or as group or summarized data but your identity will be kept strictly
confidential.
9. What are your rights as a research subject?
You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions
answered before agreeing to participate in or during the study.
For study related questions, please contact the investigator(s):
Primary Investigator:

Pankaj Desai

Secondary Investigator: Dr. Elvira Abrica

pankajdesai@unl.edu
elvira.abrica@unl.edu
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For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research contact the
Institutional Review Board (IRB):
● Phone: 1(402) 472-6965
● Email: irb@unl.edu
10. What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop
participating once you start?
You can decide not to be in this research study, or you can stop being in this research
study (“withdraw’) at any time before, during, or after the research begins for any reason.
Deciding not to be in this research study or deciding to withdraw will not affect your
relationship with the investigator or with the University of Nebraska-Lincoln.
You will not lose any benefits to which you are entitled. Compensation, if you choose to
take in the form of the $20 eGiftCard, will be provided at the end of the final interview.
You will be asked to complete an “Accounting Receipt” form to track the receipt of the
eGiftCard.
If your participation ends before the visit is complete, you will not receive any payment.
Documentation of Informed Consent
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study.
By completing and submitting this informed consent form, you have given your consent
to participate in this research. You should print a copy of this page for your records.
Participant Name:
Date of consent:
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APPENDIX D: Verbal Scripts, Follow Up & Reminders

Email to officers of the Indian Student Association
Greetings!
I work with the University of Nebraska-Lincoln (UNL) as a Residence Director. I am
also a doctoral candidate in the Educational Leadership and Higher Education
specialization of the Educational studies Ph.D. program at UNL.
I am conducting a research study on the experiences of Indian international students in
the U.S. This is a research project that focuses on the lived experience of acculturation
and sojourner adjustment of Indian international students in the U.S. and its interactions
with their sense of well-being. Currently, very little is known about the experiences of
this student population because of lack of exclusive focus on them and grouping them
with other “Asian” or “international” students in the literature. This study aims to
generate recommendations for higher education administrators and educators for not only
academically supporting these students but also helping them find greater cultural
integration during their time in the United States.
I request that you share the recruitment flyer attached in the email with members of your
organization who identify as Indian international students. I am seeking between three to
six participants who are willing to share their experience as undergraduate Indian
international students in the U.S. Participation in this study will require approximately 90
minutes. Participants can choose to either complete two interviews of 45 minutes each or
three interview of 30 minutes each.
If participants are interested, they may directly contact me by email
pankajdesai@unl.edu). Participants will have the choice of being compensated with a $20
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gift card or forgoing this compensation in favor of the $20 being donated to a social cause
- 'Gift a Smile' by the primary investigator. 'Gift a Smile' is an innovative school and
service program for children and their communities in rural India that is committed to
making holistic education accessible to children in rural areas.
There are no known risks involved in this research.
If you have any questions, please let me know.
Pankaj Desai – pankajdesai@unl.edu

Verbal Script: Consent Following Recruitment
OPENING:
Hi! My name is Pankaj Desai from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. I am conducting
a research study on the experiences of Indian international students in the U.S.
Participation would involve your time commitment for interviews lasting approximately
90 minutes. You as a participant will be required to complete two interviews of 45
minutes each. There are no known risks involved and participation is voluntary.
Would you be interested in participating?
CLOSING:
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Do you have any questions you would like answered now?
You may contact me at my email pankajdesai@unl.edu at any time. If you prefer to speak
with someone else, call the UNL Institutional Review Board (IRB) at 402-472-6965.

Reminder Message: Research involving participation to occur at a specific
time/location.
This is a reminder that you have signed up to participate in a research study about on the
experiences of Indian international students in the U.S. This is a research project that
focuses on the lived experience of acculturation and sojourner adjustment of Indian
international students in the U.S. and its interactions with their sense of well-being.
You are scheduled to complete the study on [date] at [time]. As a reminder, the study will
be conducted online through Zoom on [this link].
If you have any questions, please contact me at pankajdesai@unl.edu.
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APPENDIX E: Demographic Information Questionnaire

Yātrā: A Phenomenology of Acculturation and Sojourner Experience of Indian
International Students in the U.S.
Demographic Information Questionnaire

Name of the participant:
Date of birth:
Name of the institution:
Are you in the U.S. on F-1 visa status?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Class standing (sophomore, junior, or senior):
Month and Year of Arrival in the U.S.: City of origin in India:
Languages spoken fluently:
I acknowledge that the above information is true to the best of my knowledge.
Name:

Please save and email this completed form to pankajdesai@unl.edu to participate in this
study.

